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The Writer in Performance:  
A Study of Under-Represented College Freshman Writers and Their Writing 
Sandra M. Wozniak 
 
The purpose of this qualitative teacher research study is to explore the ways in which the 
use of performance in the college composition classroom can impact under-represented writers 
and their engagement in the writing process. Through the lens of performance theory, this study 
identifies how students present their sociocultural knowledge through writing and explores how 
this presentation, as a performance of the self, informs pedagogical practice. 
One of the major problems typically troubling developmental or basic freshman 
composition classrooms is that too many of the students seem detached from their own writing 
and indifferently engaged in their own writing process. This study focuses on examining how the 
students’ presentation of their knowledge and their own lived experiences through writing and 
performing their writing in collaboration with classmates influences the quality of their 
engagement with their own writing and their attitudes toward the academic work of a freshman 
English class. To this end, data were collected in the form of observation field notes of student 
writing conferences and performances, student responses to reflective questions, and student 
writing. The study used discourse analysis to examine, compare, and analyze the data collected. 
My interpretations of data were framed by my own performance experiences and the 
discourse of performance theory, which allowed me to analyze my students’ conferences and 
group work as rehearsals and preparation for the final performance of their writing and their 




This study reveals that the addition of a performance element to a freshman writing class 
for under-represented students enhances the quality of the classroom experience and the quality 
of student engagement in writing for many participating students. This study also reveals 
different and nuanced ways in which students present their sociocultural knowledge and personal 
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Chapter I: INTRODUCTION 
A Standing Ovation for John Lu  
The theatre where we annually hold the Poetry Slam was full of people and movement. 
John Lu, my student, was standing on the left side of the stage, next to me, ready to read his 
poem. From where we stood, we could see the students in the audience who filled up five rows 
of seats in the small theatre. While they waited for the performers, they were busy tapping on 
their smart phones or talking to each other. The faculty and staff of the SEEK Program at Queens 
College sat in the front row ready to introduce the performers and to give them their awards.  
We were all eagerly waiting for the program to start. John took a napkin out of his pocket 
and wiped the sweat off his forehead and upper lip. The paper he was holding in his left hand 
was shaking. I smiled thinking how much courage and determination it must take for a young 
student like John to stand in front of an audience to read a poem he had written in a language that 
was not the language of his childhood. I thought about the beginning of the semester, when I met 
him for the first time: another young Chinese student whose name I would never be able to 
pronounce well and with a face that was, to me, foreign and not very different from the faces of 
the other forty-three Chinese students I met on Monday and Wednesday mornings at Queens 
College. 
Unlike many of his classmates, John didn’t seem to give much thought to the clothes he 
wore. He wasn’t the kind of person you’d remember because of his outfits. But on this day, he 
came to his performance elegantly dressed in dark jeans, a crisp white button-down shirt, and a 
navy-blue blazer. Only his shoes disrupted the harmony of his outfit. He was wearing a pair of 
sneakers that never seemed to leave his feet. They made me see him as John being dressed for 




When the moment arrived for John to read his poem, he handed me the paper he had been 
holding in his hand after I introduced him to the audience. He then stood in front of the 
microphone and recited his poem from memory. I had read John’s poem before’. I was familiar 
with its musicality, its sensual and gentle metaphors, and the dark and light images interwoven in 
its lines. I hoped those he recited his poem to could see John’s ability to manipulate a language 
that was still foreign to him into a beautiful play of words that shows his sensitivity and talent. 
Two weeks before the Poetry Slam, when I received John’s poem via Blackboard, I thought 
about this moment. I imagined John reading his poem in his gentle voice and in an accent that 
made it difficult for him to make himself understood. I didn’t want John to feel more nervous or 
uncomfortable. Many years before this day, I had been a student in the same school trying to 
navigate a culture outside my own in a language that I was beginning to learn. I remembered the 
pressure of having to answer a question I couldn’t understand and deciding whether a “yes” or 
“no” answer would put an end to the torture...or watching people laugh when I’d say something 
awkward or incomprehensible. With these thoughts in mind, I spoke to the program coordinator 
and asked her if we could project the poems onto a screen while our students performed. She 
agreed. 
As John approached the microphone, my heart started beating as fast as I imagined his 
was. I could tell he was nervous, but he kept his composure. He paced himself as he recited his 
poem and kept his eyes on the overwhelming audience in front of him. It was all over too 
quickly. After John said “Thank you,” his voice was replaced by the sound of applauding hands. 
There was no standing ovation, but in my heart, I knew John deserved one. 
I stepped onto the stage and attempted to give John a congratulatory hug, but it 




were too small for his broad frame. His body was stiff and he didn’t hug me back. He smiled at 
me, said thank you, readjusted his glasses, and walked off the stage. He was sweating profusely. 
I thought about something my old dance teacher once said to me when I was about to go on stage 
with live music for the first time: “Enjoy this moment. You are nervous because you care.”  
I don’t intend for this to be a cheerful teacher tale. All of us have our moments of 
triumph, failure, frustration, doubt, and hesitation. This short narrative is not meant to represent 
John’s life, his whole persona, or to portray me as an exemplary teacher. It is simply a moment 
in time that holds a lot of significance for me. It is one of those moments in which I have felt 
moved and inspired by what my students can do. I consider it to be a gift. 
John’s story is a small example of the impact performance can have on students’ 
motivation and confidence to write and their investment in their writing. When the semester 
started, John had warned me he was not a good writer. Although I was not familiar with John’s 
writing experiences in high school, I realized that as an English Language Learner, John was 
probably intimidated by the prospect of having to write in a language he was in the process of 
learning. I knew this because I had experienced it myself as a college freshman. I also had many 
years of experience teaching ESL classes before I became a college instructor. In addition to his 
struggles with the English language, John was also naturally shy, which made it challenging for 
him to participate and ask questions in class. I was, therefore, immensely surprised when John 
told me he wanted to read his poem during our program’s Poetry Slam. He had already read his 
poem in front of his classmates, which was part of the requirements for the assignment. Reading 
at the Poetry Slam was not mandatory. Thus, John’s desire to read at the Poetry Slam, a bigger 




assignment before he presented it to his classmates. Knowing he would perform at the Poetry 
Slam prompted him to revise even more, but this time without the promise of a grade. 
My own performance experience and the kind of motivation John and other students 
demonstrated towards their writing when they wrote for performance inspired me to continue 
working on incorporating performance into my teaching pedagogy. The collaborative, 
interactive, and experiential nature of performance allows students to engage intellectually and 
kinesthetically with their writing and to understand, by sharing it with others, how readers 
experience it.  
Problem Statement 
As composition instructors, one of our major pedagogical goals is to encourage our 
students’ motivation to write. We take this very seriously. To get to that goal, we guide our 
students through writing as a process that, we hope, encourages them to take ownership of their 
writing, helps them master the conventions of our field, and helps them produce written 
discourse that is meaningful, sensible, organized, and coherent. We see writing as an 
experimental process, and the teaching of writing, as composition scholar Donald Murray 
explains, as an opportunity to guide our students through the making of meaning in their own 
writing:   
Professional composition teachers do not look at teaching Freshman English, advanced 
composition, or even remedial writing as a chore, but as an opportunity. They know what 
to try, and they know that what they try might fail. But they have other things to try. The 
teaching of writing, like writing itself, is always experimental. Failure comes with the 
territory; failure is something to be expected, experienced, shared, laughed at, and used. 
(Writer 2) 
 
Precisely because writing is experimental, we oftentimes encounter, in spite of our 
efforts, student writing that reflects our students’ lack of enthusiasm and engagement. We may 




requirements and getting a grade. This kind of detachment between some of our student writers 
and their texts lead to a mechanical production of writing that is devoid of voice, enthusiasm, and 
sometimes substance and that is also, plainly speaking, hard to read. 
A lot of these problems stem from the fact that many college writers do not identify 
themselves as writers. Lacking authorial identity, their writing becomes mostly the result of their 
attempt to complete an assignment. If our students cannot connect with their own writing, if they 
cannot find value and pride in the written work they do in our classes, the quality of their work 
suffers the consequences. In my experience as a composition instructor, I have observed that the 
apathy that many students show towards writing has to do more with what they perceive as the 
mechanical chore of academic writing for a grade than with the act of writing itself. Other 
students find difficulty connecting with their own writing because they see themselves as unable 
to produce any writing they can feel proud of. Granted, many students in freshman composition 
courses are classified as remedial, based on their poor performance in academic writing or 
because they might still be in the process of learning English as a second language. However, 
that does not mean they are not able to produce well-written work. In fact, some of these students 
may even discover they actually enjoy writing and are good at it. 
An Aesthetic Approach to Composition Pedagogy 
“Fill your paper with the breathings of your heart” – William Wordsworth 
An idea that is important to get across to students is that writing well is not the magical 
result of having intrinsic talent, but the result of consistent, committed, and dedicated work. Like 
any creative endeavor, writing requires practice and commitment to a process. In her book The 
Creative Habit: Learn It and Use It for Life, dancer, choreographer, and writer Twyla Tharp, 




to produce creative work, it is required for that work to be based on routines and habit. This is 
something that, according to Tharp, everyone can do: “The routine is as much a part of the 
creative process as the lightning bolt of inspiration, maybe more. And this routine is available to 
everyone” (7). Writer Anne Lamott, whose essay “Shitty First Drafts” I have happily shared with 
my students every semester, explains that writing is a process that can lead us to good writing, in 
spite of chaotic beginnings:  
Almost all good writing begins with terrible first efforts. You need to start somewhere. 
Start by getting something—anything—down on paper. A friend of mine says that the 
first draft is the up draft—you fix it up. You try to say what you have to say more 
accurately. And the third draft is the dental draft, where you check every tooth, to see if 
it’s loose or cramped or decayed, or even, God help us, healthy. (25-26) 
 
This process, albeit challenging and demanding, is what all writers, artists, and dancers commit 
to when working on a piece. 
Many scholars in our field have written extensively about this process and the importance 
of guiding our students through it. Academic writing does not have to be the mechanical and 
formulaic composition of text for a grade. Students resent it and so do we, particularly during 
long nights of grading piles of terrible writing our students produce extrinsically motivated to 
fulfill course requirements. Donald Murray talks about this extensively in his writing, 
particularly in “Teach Writing as a Process, Not Product,” where he advises English teachers to 
abandon the idea of examining student writing as a finished product. Writing, Murray 
emphasizes, is experimental: “It’s the process of discovery through language. It is the process of 
exploration of what we should feel about what we know through language. It is the process of 
using language to learn about our world, to communicate what we learn about our world” (2). 




student writers, should engage in a process of discovery through different writing activities and 
in different genres. It is a process of making meaning and experimenting:  
It is simply a fact that most of the time you can’t find the right words till you know 
exactly what you are saying, but that you can’t know exactly what you are saying until 
you find the right words. The consequence is that you must start by writing the wrong 
meanings in the wrong words; but keep writing until you get to the right meanings in the 
right words. Only at the end will you know what you are saying. (“Process” 26) 
 
As Peter Elbow explains, as with any creative endeavor, writing unravels itself on the page to 
teach the writer about writing itself, about the themes being explored, and about the writer as an 
active participant in the creative process. 
This level of engagement and commitment to the creative process can be encouraged 
through aesthetic engagement with text by designing course assignments that are relevant to 
students’ lives and experiences. I believe that one of the most important goals we should have as 
educators is to facilitate our students’ encounters with what Maxine Greene calls “aesthetic 
moments and experiences” (Variations on a Blue Guitar). In the field of English, this happens 
through meaningful encounters with text, including the texts our students produce. These 
encounters, this engagement with text can occur if we allow students to write about their worlds 
and experiences: “We need to make it possible to writers to name not only the shapes and 
byways of their lived worlds, but the problems and the predicaments that have stopped and 
silenced them” (Greene, Releasing the Imagination 108). This idea is also emphasized by 
professional writers including Nobel Laureate Gabriel García Márquez. When asked, during an 
interview, to give advice to young writers, Márquez replied: 
If I had to give a young writer some advice I would say to write something that has 
happened to him…. It always amuses me that the biggest praise for my work comes for 
the imagination, while the truth is that there is not a single line in all my work that does 




Stories matter. I believe that if student writers are given the opportunity to tell of their 
experiences and perspectives through different genres of writing, they will care more about how 
their writing expresses their ideas and how it is presented to and received by others. Facilitating 
reading and writing that connects with students’ ideas, lives, and experiences allows them to 
engage with the texts in an aesthetic and metacognitive way. 
The Use of Performance in the Teaching of College Writing 
As I mentioned before, facilitating student aesthetic engagement in writing as a creative 
process is a pedagogical practice that offers students space for experimentation, creativity, and a 
sense of commitment and structure. In my teaching practice, I strive to guide my students 
through this process by giving them writing assignments that involve writing multiple drafts in 
different genres. As recommended by composition scholars such as Donald Murray and Peter 
Elbow, I give students direct feedback with the aim of helping them become metacognitively 
aware of their own writing as they go through this process. However, a few years ago, it occurred 
to me that my students needed a deeper level of aesthetic engagement with their work, one that 
required more than an intellectual and a creative sense of commitment. I wanted them to 
experience their own writing both intellectually and kinesthetically. I also wanted them to have a 
clearer and more concrete sense of purpose for their writing. 
In searching for effective pedagogical methods that serve these purposes, it occurred to 
me that the performance arts fulfill all these goals. I used to be a dancer and worked for a dance 
company for a number of years. I remember the sense of commitment, community, and purpose 
a performance-oriented activity brought to my life and I wanted the same for my students. I was, 
as I mentioned earlier, inspired by what some of the students in our program could do with 




would be an activity that would encourage teamwork, participation, and purposeful engagement 
in writing. It would also help them create a sense of community and companionship with their 
peers and develop a sense of purpose, belonging, and acceptance within a learning community.   
Performing writing implies embodying text, bringing to life abstractions, ideas, desires, 
dreams, interpretations, and memories that were put down on the page during the writing 
process. Writing for performance also implies writing for a real and known audience who will 
give the writer immediate feedback and reactions to the writing in performance. 
Although my pedagogical interests do not encompass formal theatrical performance, I 
believe that all written text longs to be performed, whether this performance occurs as an 
embodied event or in the reader’s imagination. My interest lies, however, in the creative, albeit 
not necessarily theatrical, performance of writing for the valuable lessons it teaches to writers, 
particularly our students. Performance, as I have mentioned before, calls for intellectual, 
kinesthetic, and multisensory engagement with text and with audiences. As Richard Schechner 
explains in his seminal book Performance Theory, “performances of theatre, dance, music, ritual 
by the very nature of their existence and behavior—as things that are done—give us our best 
examples for the intercultural study of human communication” (323). Performance is not only 
common to all cultures, but it is also an activity that encompasses different forms of 
communication, interaction, and artistic and cultural expression. It is for these reasons that 
performance can be an effective pedagogical tool in the teaching of writing, particularly among 
diverse groups of students. 
Purpose Statement and Research Questions 
The purpose of this qualitative teacher research study is to explore, through the discourse 




performance in the teaching of writing, may contribute to student engagement, motivation, and 
commitment to the writing process. This study also seeks to identify the cultural and intellectual 
contributions of students as writers and to explore students’ perceptions of the impact of 
performance on their writing. In order to understand the implications of the use of performance 
in the teaching of college writing, this study addresses the following questions: 
1. What happens when we incorporate performance assignments in the college 
composition classroom? 
2. What can performance theory contribute to our understanding of the intellectual and 
cultural contributions of under-represented students as writers? 
3. What are some of the obstacles and challenges students and instructors are likely to 
encounter in implementing a performance-based writing practice? 





Chapter II: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
In this chapter, I review the extensive body of research and theory addressing the 
dimensions of the writing process and the teaching of writing that I have emphasized in the 
pedagogical approach to teaching writing that is the focus of my teacher-research study. Thus, 
this review centers on the role of performance (including dramatic methods) in the teaching of 
college writing, particularly the performance of students’ own texts. Undergirding this approach 
to teaching as I have conceived of it is a recognition of performance as an aesthetic experience 
and the power of aesthetic and creative aims in motivating and engaging student interest and 
commitment.  
Hence, this review begins with an examination of selected studies and theoretical 
perspectives that demonstrate and explain the importance of aesthetic and creative interest and 
experience in learning to write, in enduring the difficulties of writing, and in the learning process 
itself. I next review performance theory, particularly with regard to cultural performance and the 
performance of writing. I then discuss the role of performance as a tool in the revision process in 
which reading aloud can be regarded as a rehearsal of text. Finally, I review some relevant 
studies on the use of drama in education. 
Part I: The Importance of an Aesthetic Approach 
One of the most prominent and influential advocates of an aesthetic approach to 
education is Maxine Greene. In her book Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the 
Arts, and Social Change, she discusses the role an aesthetic approach to education plays in 
encouraging our students to engage with the world in meaningful, self-affirming, inclusive, and 




of thinking that excludes and marginalizes many of our students. Instead, Greene explains, an 
aesthetic education embraces plurality and different ways of knowing and engaging with the 
world. A pedagogy that encourages students to “release the imagination” through holistic and 
participatory engagement with art, literature, and aesthetic ways of knowing and learning invites 
them to connect with others, abandon passivity and conformism, reach into their own 
imaginations, and open themselves to new perspectives and realities. Greene emphasizes that 
aesthetic ways of learning awaken the imagination and encourage solidarity and concern for 
social justice and community engagement. As an activist and advocate for social change, Maxine 
Greene’s approach focuses on the ways in which educators can encourage students to tap into 
their creative and imaginative selves to engage with their communities and the world in 
meaningful and socially progressive ways.   
As Greene emphasizes, aesthetic engagement with the arts can awaken our students’ self-
awareness and empathy and expand their experiences. It can also teach them valuable lessons 
about resilience, organization, introspection, and self-analysis. I have personally experienced the 
value of these lessons through my experiences as a dancer and writer. It is for this reason that I 
find the ideas and advice of renown dancer and choreographer Twyla Tharp valuable, insightful, 
and applicable to the teaching of writing from an aesthetic perspective. Similar to Greene, Tharp 
believes aesthetic engagement encourages self-knowledge, creative connection, and empathy. In 
her book The Creative Habit: Learn It and Use It for Life, she describes the creative process as 
one that requires purposeful engagement, organization, discipline, constant inquiry, and trial and 
error. She invites us to see creativity in all of its forms, not as the product of magical inspiration, 
but as the result of careful planning and total commitment to a routine that keeps us engaged in 




blend of learning and reflection that’s both painstaking and rewarding” (9). Although Tharp 
learned these habits through her career as a dancer, her advice can be applied to anyone engaged 
in any type of activity that requires them to generate and implement ideas. Throughout her book, 
she encourages an active search for inspiration, which she believes is not the result of passively 
waiting for a mythic muse. She calls this search “scratching” and explains it as “what you do 
when you can’t wait for the thunderbolt to hit you” (98). Inspiration, according to Tharp, comes 
from habit, from using memory as a resource, from paying attention to our surroundings, and 
from learning from others. 
Tharp’s view of creative engagement is multisensory, as I believe the practice and 
teaching of writing should be. For instance, she emphasizes the role of memory in creative 
practice, not just as a mental remembrance, but as a source of creative production that is nurtured 
by habit. She believes memory can be purposefully used to foster creativity. She explains that, 
for instance, “muscle memory” is a type of memory that is formed in the body through “diligent 
practice and repetition of certain physical movements” (64). Muscle memory implies ways of 
internalizing a habit and making it part of our daily lives. As an example that applies to writing, 
she discusses the act of copying the style and technique of other writers until they become part of 
ourselves. Memory, according to Tharp, allows us to formulate ideas and solutions through 
visualization of past events and the lessons they taught us. It requires us to pay attention to our 
surroundings and realize that memory is not just incidental, but it can be purposely used as 
material for creative inspiration.  
Besides encouraging our cultivation of habit and discipline and an active search for 
inspiration, Tharp believes embracing our flaws and failures is part of knowing ourselves and our 




to understand that knowing and using our creative work as a guide and recognizing where we 
have failed and how we can learn from our failures is an important part of the learning process. 
Throughout her book, Tharp emphasizes focused engagement in habits that will lead us to 
creative inspiration. She explains the importance of finding consistent rituals and a rhythm in our 
everyday activities, dedicating time to our craft on a daily basis, physically organizing our space 
and tools, and embracing and learning from our failures. 
Writing, like dancing and every other artistic endeavor, requires the full engagement of 
the mind and body. This includes the physical act of handwriting or typing, the way we 
physically experience the joys and frustrations of the process, as well as the experience of seeing 
and hearing our writing when it is printed, published, or read aloud. In Writing Begins With the 
Breath, Laraine Herring describes writing as an organic and holistic process that involves both 
the mind and the body:  
Part of the work of finding your own deep writing comes from awareness of the body. 
It’s easy for us to forget the importance of the body in the writing process. Because 
words and language are constructs of the mind, we often associate the writing process 
only with the intellect. Indeed, language does come from the mind, but the stories that 
spring from the authentic voice that is ours and ours alone come from within our bodies. 
(7)   
 
Writing, Herring explains, also requires consistency and discipline. In line with Tharp’s 
view of writing as an aesthetic endeavor that involves commitment and discipline, Herring 
believes inspiration to write is a product of mindfulness and full “commitment to the process” 
(13). She encourages us to embrace the sense of vulnerability and uncertainty that is part of the 
act of writing. She describes writing as a risk one takes in trying to convey an aesthetic message 
onto the page—a risk that is both humbling and intellectually rewarding. Like Maxine Greene, 
who regards reading stories as a way to cultivate empathy, Laraine Herring sees the practice of 




of the writer is to allow the reader to experience fully the lives of people other than 
themselves…[a] writer without empathy is cold, detached, and preachy. A writer without 
empathy doesn’t explore the unanswerable questions” (39).  
Writing, as Herring explains, invites us to an introspective exploration of our strengths 
and limitations, which, through perseverance and dedicated practice, leads us to “build a 
foundation that is solid, not pockmarked with delusions about [our] current abilities” (51). The 
practice of writing is, in Herring’s view, an enriching, challenging, and spiritual experience that 
teaches us perseverance, empathy, and discipline. Her emphasis on viewing and teaching writing 
as a process, which mirrors the perspective of major scholars in our field including Peter Elbow 
and Donald Murray, challenges the fast-moving pace of a society that values product over 
process. Herring explains that writing is an act of “reflection and thinking. When we write, we 
give ourselves pause before we react. We can problem solve, both personally and globally” (70).  
Writing is an act that demands a deep connection with our existence to be present in our 
bodies and experience the world through our senses. It is our senses, according to Herring, that 
evoke the memories and thoughts that come onto the page as essays, stories, poems, and other 
genres of writing: “We experience the world, not as it is, but as our nervous system responds to 
it” (113). It is through our senses and memory that we engage in an introspective search for 
meaning, or as Twyla Tharp calls it, “scratching” for that source of inspiration. As Herring 
explains, when we combine our own natures with the sensory overload most of us live with 
every day, we have more than enough work to do just trying to hear our own voices—something 
essential for every writer. 
Fellow writer and composition scholar Donald Murray shares Herring’s view of writing 




specifically for teachers of writing, warning them not to teach writing as a means to accomplish a 
final product, as this renders the writing process meaningless and sends the message to students 
that structure and form take prevalence over the search for meaning and truth. Murray sees 
writing as “a process of discovery through language,” which enables us to “learn about our 
world, to evaluate what we learn about our world, to communicate what we learn about our 
world” (2).  
Murray believes teaching writing involves guiding students through a process that 
involves welcoming chaos, searching for meaning, working towards organization and structure, 
and sharing our writing with others. This last aspect of the process represents, in Murray’s view, 
a performative act, where students read their writing aloud during conferences with the teacher 
and a small group of their peers. This way of sharing a text with others prompts students to hear 
their own writing as it is being performed and to become aware of the presence of an audience 
and its reactions to the writing in progress.  
In Murray’s view, teaching writing as a process requires the teacher to take a step back, 
move away from what I would like to call center stage, and allow students to take the reins of 
their own writing processes. Murray explains that there is much more for them to learn from 
practicing their own writing and engaging in the process than from trying to make sense of 
textbook explanations of writing. Murray believes that students should be encouraged to write 
about their topics of interest using the language resources that they have learned through their 
own life experiences. They should also be able to work at their own pace with multiple ungraded 
drafts in an experimental process that allows them to produce a variety of genres of writing. 
Murray’s view focuses on the teaching of writing as an aesthetic endeavor that implies self-




Part II: The Roots of Performance Theory as a Lens on the Performance of Writing 
Performance studies is a field that is both dynamic and extensive, encompassing a wide 
range of practices and disciplines. In his seminal book, Performance Theory, Richard Schechner 
writes about the overarching reach of performance: 
Performance is an inclusive term. Theatre is only one node on a continuum that reaches 
from the ritualization of animals (including humans) through performances in everyday 
life—greetings, displays of emotion, family scenes, professional roles, and so on—
through to play, sports, theatre, dance, ceremonies, rites, and performances of great 
magnitude. (xvii)  
 
Because of its comprehensive and inclusive nature, performance theory offers a dynamic, 
interdisciplinary, and multilayered way of examining behavior, culture, and learning. 
Performance brings together words, actions, and sensory perceptions. It examines the 
interactions of people and how these interactions affect individuals and social groups in a variety 
of contexts. In his book, Perform or Else: From Discipline to Performance, Jon McKenzie 
defines performance studies as  
a dramatic rite and ritualized drama of passage, a rehearsed movement that carries  
theory-builders into a distinctive mode of existence and realization. Theory becomes 
performance (and performance becomes theorized) as an assemblage of liminal 
processes: reflection and definition, alternative embodiment, transgressive 
transformation. (37) 
 
Thus, the act of theorizing performance is in itself a performance.  
As a theoretical lens, performance theory offers researchers multiple possibilities in a 
dynamic and constantly evolving field. However, one of the challenges performance theory 
presents for researchers is narrowing down the scope of such an extensive and expanding 
paradigm. As McKenzie explains, “Because performance assembles such a vast network of 
discourses and practices, because it brings together such diverse forces, anyone trying to map its 




of writing through the lens of performance theory, this review of literature focuses on two 
aspects of performance theory that are relevant to an examination of the act of writing: cultural 
performance and the performance of writing. 
In his book, Performance Theory, Richard Schechner argues that it is challenging to 
define performance because performance acts encompass all the world’s cultures throughout 
history (66). Hence, a definition of performance is subjective and dependent upon each culture 
and/or individual perspective. Furthermore, Schechner argues that “[i]t is hard to define 
‘performance’ because the boundaries separating it…from everyday life are arbitrary” (87). 
However, theoretical concerns due to the adaptation of performance as a field of study make it 
necessary to find a way to define what performance is and what it does. From an anthropological 
perspective and based on his experiences in the field of performing arts, Schechner explains that 
performance consists of activities that comprise theatre, ritual, play, games, sports, dance, and 
music (7). 
Schechner’s idea of what constitutes performance is all-encompassing, inclusive, and 
holistic. It seeks to eliminate the divisions between ritual and theatre, playful activity and 
efficacy (107). For instance, Schechner argues that ritual and theatre coexist in a continuum in 
which “theatre develops from ritual and, conversely, ritual develops from theatre” (120). 
According to Schechner, the movement from ritual to theatre and vice versa is dependent upon 
the degree of participation of the audience in the performance. Increased audience participation 
moves the performance towards ritual in the ritual-theatre continuum (157). Schechner also 
argues that all acts of performance are both entertaining and efficacious to various degrees: 
“Efficacy and entertainment are not so much opposed to each other; rather, they form the poles 




because they effect transformations in both performers and audiences (156). In other words, 
performers and audiences become transformed through participation and interaction during a 
performance event. 
In spite of its playful nature, performance demands structure and organization. In fact, 
Schechner argues that playful activity and serious work are not binaries. They are, on the 
contrary, inextricable and interdependent:  
Serious issues are always involved in play; just as, in humans, play is inextricably 
involved in all ‘serious’ work. When through industrial or other means the play elements 
are taken out of work, work becomes drudgery and less efficient, not more; and when the 
seriousness is taken away from play, the playing grows sloppy and dull, not fun. (107) 
 
Schechner regards performance as a wholesome and holistic activity that fulfills four 
fundamental spiritual yearnings that he identifies as wholeness, process and organic growth, 
concreteness, and religious transcendental experience (31-32). Wholeness is an opposition to 
fragmentation, a view of the self as a whole person against the separation of mind and body. 
Schechner’s view expands to the family and community as inclusive and participatory, work as 
embracing of seriousness and playfulness, art that is accessible to all, and the integration of 
human beings and nature (31). According to Schechner, process and organic growth call for a 
shift from focusing on production to focusing on process. Process and organic growth consist of 
the full engagement of the whole person and community in a process that facilitates growth and 
interaction (31). Concreteness, Schechner explains, involves full engagement in experiences that 
allow people to be proactive, engaged, and creative. Lastly, religious and transcendental 
experience calls for a connection to our spirituality, which makes “all experience meaningful” 
(32). 
Schechner’s interest in social drama led him to collaborate with another important figure 




social process and a fact of everyone’s experience in every human society…[which] occur[s] 
within groups bounded by shared values and interests of persons and having a real or alleged 
common history” (68-69). Schechner and Turner’s collaborative work on social and aesthetic 
drama led them to a view of the relationship between these two forms of performance as an 
infinity loop where social drama and aesthetic drama feed into each other in a fluid manner: “The 
theatre person uses the consequential actions of social life as raw material for the production of 
aesthetic drama, while the social activist uses techniques derived from the theatre to support the 
activities of social drama, which in turn refuel the theatre” (Carlson 16). Based on his views on 
the relationship between social and aesthetic performance, Victor Turner regards performance as 
a transitional and transformative activity that represents the “proper finale of an experience” 
(13). For Turner, experience is “incomplete” without performance (18). Performance, according 
to Turner, allows us to become reflective about our experiences in order to find meaning and to 
reinvent the ways in which we approach future experiences (18). Turner’s analysis of 
performance focuses on social drama, which he regards as a culturally transformative event that 
reveals the “’theatrical’ potential of social life” (9). According to Turner, social drama is “the 
experiential matrix from which the many genres of cultural performance, beginning with 
redressive ritual and judicial procedures, and eventually including oral and literary narrative, 
have been generated” (78). Turner divides social drama into four phases: the first one is 
“breach,” which implies the need for change within a society and which is manifested as a 
challenge to social norm. The second phase is “crisis,” which is an event that reveals the social 
flaws that precipitated the breach. The third one is called “redress,” a phase in which the crisis is 
addressed “in order to limit the contagious spread of breach” (70) and to return to stability. 




reparation or “the social recognition of an irreparable breach” (71) which leads to permanent 
separation (70-71).  
For Turner, the most important phase of social drama is the third phase, “redress,” 
because this is where social transformation occurs through ritual and liminality, which is a 
“period and area of ambiguity, a sort of social limbo which has few…of the attributes of either 
the preceding or subsequent profane social statuses or cultural states” (24). Turner distinguishes 
between liminal, the liminality of rites of traditional societies, and liminoid rites, which occur in 
modern societies (32-33). Turner focuses on liminoid rites, which he regards as culturally 
transformational leisure genres such as play and entertainment (41). He argues that the liminal 
phases of society are transformative because they engender 
the liberation of human capacities of cognition, affect, volition, creativity, etc., from the 
normative constraints incumbent upon occupying a sequence of social statuses enacting a 
multiplicity of social roles, and being acutely conscious of membership in some corporate 
groups such as family, lineage, clan, tribe, nation, etc., or of affiliation with some 
pervasive social category such as class, caste, sex, or age division. (44) 
 
In these liminal phases of society, according to Turner, people gather together willingly and 
unstructurally in communities that he called “communitas.” According to Turner, in modern 
society, communitas are formed “within leisure, and sometimes aided by the projections of art” 
and they allow people to move “towards a freely chosen common goal” in a way that allows 
them to experience the “milieu of creative interhuman or transhuman satisfactions and 
achievements” (46). Since I am not interested solely in the aesthetic aspect of the performance  
of writing, but also in the use of performance theory in analyzing the writing process, the 
interactions of students during conferences, and their group work among other aspects of how 
my students engaged in writing for performance, Turner’s ideas support this study’s view of the 




Part III: From the Sociology of Performance to the  
Socio-Performative Character of Writing 
 
Another major scholar that has had great impact in the development of performance 
theory, particularly in his book, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, is sociologist Erving 
Goffman. Like Schechner and Turner, Goffman’s view of performance is intricately embedded 
in social interaction. His view of performance is not limited to staged performances such as ritual 
and theatre. It expands to the daily lives of people and the roles they play in social interactions 
with others. Goffman defines performance as the public presentation of ourselves in our 
interactions with other people in different contexts. The activity that we engage in during a 
particular performance “serves to influence…any of the other participants” (15). According to 
Goffman, when performing in front of others, individuals project themselves and their actions in 
a manner that fits their own interests and the social expectations of other people: “when an 
individual appears in the presence of others, there will usually be some reason for him to 
mobilize his activity so that it will convey an impression to others which it is in his interest to 
convey” (4). Unlike theatrical performance, which is predetermined and where “the performer 
knows in advance just what he is going to do” (73), the type of performance Goffman refers to 
unfolds as the individual engages in activities in a particular role “when in another’s immediate 
physical presence” (15). Goffman’s ideas of the presentation of self can be connected to every 
act of writing for an audience, including the presentation of self through writing and the 
performance of self in front of others when sharing, discussing, and performing writing. 
In preparation for a performance, an individual anticipates public expectations and acts in 
ways that fit those expectations. In addition, he/she expects from an audience the respect that is 
contingent with the role he/she plays: “when an individual projects a definition of the situation 




automatically exerts a moral demand upon the others, obliging them to value and treat him in the 
manner that persons of his kind have a right to expect” (13). Conversely, audiences expect that a 
person who is performing a social role in their presence will behave in a manner that honors the 
moral and ethical expectations embedded in the role being performed. Thus, “an individual who 
implicitly or explicitly signifies that he has certain social characteristics ought in fact to be what 
he claims he is” (13). According to Goffman, in their performance projections, individuals make 
great efforts to avoid embarrassment, which can lead to discredit and hostility (12). Although not 
everyone who plays a particular role may have ethical and honest intentions (43), according to 
Goffman, every performer aims to fulfill his/her role according to public expectations to avoid 
embarrassment. To accomplish this, an individual ensures that his/her appearance and manners 
coincide with the social status and responsibilities attached to the roles he/she plays (24). This 
leads to discrepancies “between appearance and actual activity” (44). 
In his chapter on “Performance,” Goffman refers to a type of performance that appears to 
be in the middle ground between theatrical performance and the public presentation of 
individuals in social interactions. This particular performance, which was a new development in 
Goffman’s time, is “psychodrama,” which consists of the reenactment of past events in the lives 
of people for therapeutic purposes (72). Even though this type of performance is staged, it is still 
a performance of the self, grounded in the daily lives of people. It gives the individual the 
opportunity to explore and “recapitulate” past experiences, “allowing him to switch from being 
the person he was to being the person that others were for him” (72). This type of performance, 
which seeks to explore emotions and resolve issues, is cathartic and participatory. Schechner 
regards this type of performance as efficacious, “dra[wing] directly on shamanistic techniques” 




political action, conflictual or aharmonic behavior on both the personal and the ‘social 
drama’ levels, role playing in everyday life, emotional training using acting exercises to 
help professionals (police, airline personnel, etc.) to deal with crisis…are all evidence to 
the increasingly complicated interactions between, and continuing convergence of, 
theatre and ritual. (132) 
 
Cultural performance theory has inspired composition scholars to explore the ways in 
which performance impacts writing and writers. Based on Goffman’s theory of performance, in 
his book, The Performance of Self in Student Writing, Thomas Newkirk regards the personal, 
autobiographical writing of college composition students as a performance of the self. According 
to Newkirk, through personal writing, students aim to construct “a self that works, that will be 
taken seriously” (6). Newkirk acknowledges that some students’ personal writing may fail to 
meet instructors’ aesthetic expectations and criteria, but he invites us to examine the ways in 
which we ask students to present themselves though their writing as well as the implications this 
may have: “We as teachers have criteria, often unstated, for the kind of subjectivity that we will 
take seriously. Even if we avoid grading, even if we confine ourselves to the role of supportive 
coach and editor, we can’t escape our own patterns of gratification” (11). As instructors, 
according to Newkirk, we expect that in their personal stories, students will make a turn that 
reveals that they themselves and their writing have “achieved a measure of self-understanding 
and moral growth” (13). This, Newkirk says, is what we have come to expect from our readings 
of literature and narrative. We expect our students’ personal writing to make meaning to readers 
and that it will show the “‘significance’ of the experience being rendered” (12). He also explains, 
citing Donald Murray, that we expect our students to see writing as an activity that allows 
exploration, transformation, and the challenge of beliefs (14). However, he explains, our 
expectations of how students should approach the personal essay “pose difficulties for some 




Thomas Newkirk invites us to play Peter Elbow’s believing game when reading our 
students’ writing, being sensitive to students’ developmental level and paying attention to the 
messages students are trying to convey as well as the ways in which they “perform themselves” 
through their writing, “working within the students’ ideology,” not against it (52). Newkirk 
argues that although the stories students write in a composition course may lack complexity, they 
serve a “psychological and developmental need of the writer” (56). 
Besides the construction and presentation of self through writing, performance theory can 
also be a lens to explore the multiple roles a writer may play in composing different types of text. 
In “Composing Through the Performance Screen: Translating Performance Studies Into Writing 
Pedagogy,” Meredith Love argues that performance studies can help us examine how students 
construct “discoursal identities” through different forms of writing (13). Love bases her 
discussion of the use of performance studies in composition on the work of three major figures in 
the field of performance: Erving Goffman, Bertolt Brecht, and Anna Deavere Smith (15).  
Based on Erving Goffman’s performance theory, Love claims that in order for students to 
develop “discoursal identities,” they need to be able to see “themselves as performers” (16). As 
instructors, Love claims, we need to help them become aware of the fact that “they are already 
performing multiple roles in their writing” by encouraging them to approach the writing they do 
in school with the same confidence they approach the writing they do in their private lives (17). 
According to Love, beyond the expression of the self that expressivists have encouraged of 
student writers, in our modern world, where the self is considered as more fluid, instructors 
should encourage students to take on different points of view when writing that requires students 
to “write in character,” which is an act of performance (18). Inspired by Brecht’s work with 




completing assignments simply to fulfill the requirements of a writing course. For this reason, 
Love explains, following Brecht’s work in engaging the spectator actively in the performance, 
instructors should encourage students to “move from the role of spectator-writer to actor-writer” 
(21-22). Inspired by the work of Anna Deavere Smith, which explores the idea of gender 
construction as a performance and the performance of social drama through the exploration of 
different characters, Love suggests that students in a writing classroom engage in a writing 
exercise that requires them to portray multiple characters. This exercise “would entail reflecting 
on the self and reflecting on the characters met, understanding the difference between the two, 
and delineating what makes one character one entity and the writer another” (25). An exercise of 
this nature, according to Love, allows students to explore their possibilities in different 
professions and “it might open doors for them to think about writing as an activity relevant to 
their lives beyond the academy” (26). 
Finally, Love explains that part of implementing a performance pedagogy implies that 
instructors participate in the performance by “shifting from the role of evaluator to the role of 
audience member” and understanding that our students’ work is a work in progress—a 
“rehearsal” for first-year writing students who are learning to navigate the world of academic 
writing (27). 
Part IV: The Scholarship on Writing as Performance 
Aside from the few adoptions of Goffman’s notion of the performance of self in writing, 
there is an extensive body of research and theory in the field of composition that can be 
classified as Performance Studies in Composition. Beyond the performance of self and the 
exploration of different roles in writing, performing text also implies taking the words on the 




Richards explains, “[a]s you read the inanimate lines of print, a living activity of thinking, 
doubting, wondering—despairing perhaps—arises in you” (84). The same occurs as we perform 
our writing. When we perform our writing, the words on the page become speech—a message 
delivered to an audience. This message, according to Richards, is simply a signal until there is an 
audience to hear it and bring it to life in their own imaginations: “Not until it’s interpreted by 
some living recipient does anything that should be called the Message appear” (84). 
In a recent study on the role of performance in composition studies, “Performing/ 
Teaching/Writing: Performance Studies in the Composition Classroom,” Ryan Claycomb 
expresses his view of performance as a tool that facilitates a critical writing pedagogy in the 
college composition classroom. Making a connection between performance and Freirean 
pedagogy, Claycomb regards performance as a theoretical framework that “offers a site for 
literalizing Freire’s emphasis on dialogue, acknowledges students’ and teachers’ bodies as 
constrained by specific social relations, and orients learning toward action and socially resistant 
praxis.” Citing J.L. Austin’s How to Do Things With Words, Claycomb refers to performativity 
as a tool for examining writing through critical pedagogy “as a political act, as one that engages, 
in complicated and shifting ways, the relationship of the individual to the discourses and 
structures of power.” Another way in which to enact a critical writing pedagogy through the use 
of performance, according to Claycomb, is by becoming aware of the fact that instructors can 
never fully capture the moment when students enter “into subjectivity” during a performance of 
writing. Claycomb uses the analogy of Heisenberg’s elusive object to convey that some of the 
students’ writing process cannot be “witnessed” by instructors and is “under the control of the 
student and not the teacher,” which disrupts the power dynamics in the classroom. Thus, 




since they do not have full access to every act of writing students engage in throughout this 
process.  
From an audience-centered perspective on performance theory, Claycomb invites both 
instructors and students to restructure the way students write for an audience. Instead of focusing 
on an audience that is close and familiar, Claycomb argues, student writers should expand their 
focus and attempt to “define, assemble, and mobilize new audiences,” much like Boal’s Theatre 
of the Oppressed does—encouraging students to take social action and to reflect on their own 
positionalities. Claycomb also refers to the importance of embodying writing, challenging the 
separation of “physical voice” and “writing voice” that occurred in composition studies during 
the nineteenth century. As other composition scholars have argued, Claycomb also claims that 
when writers embody their writing through performance, they are also “performing identity” in 
order to explore, understand, and respond to “power structures” and their relationship to identity 
in the writing classroom. 
Based on the Aristotelian rhetorical model, Claycomb regards role-playing in 
performance as an activity that can help student writers “craft an ethos” in order to present 
themselves as authorities in the topic they research. Claycomb dismisses the expressionist notion 
of writing as self-expression and a vehicle for students to find “an authentic voice” as “limiting, 
both stylistically and rhetorically.” 
One of the main purposes of writing is to share our inner world with others and to move 
our readers emotionally and intellectually. In “Performing Writing,” David Morely claims that 
“[a]ll writing is performance” (215). He explains that performance brings back the opportunity to 
recapture the pleasure a piece of writing gave its composer when it was first “improvised” on the 




writing “by fellow readers and audience” (216). He also argues that when writing is performed, it 
is the performer as a “messenger” that is being read by the audience, not the writing itself, which 
implies a more open and creative way of sharing writing through “the performer’s body 
language, dress sense, mood and tone of voice” (216). Morely emphasizes that writers should 
prepare for a performance of writing by projecting their voices, pacing their delivery, and 
connecting with the audience in order to “create a ‘performing version’ of a work” (221). Morely 
also explains writing can be performed as public art, which implies expanding a writer’s creative 
scope beyond a community of writers by “collaborating with other artists…through partnership 
and community” (227). According to Morely, performing writing by displaying it as public art 
can impact the writer and writing itself: “This form of publication raises your stakes; it might 
even make you write differently knowing the audience to be more diverse” (227). Another way 
of performing writing that Morely suggests is through electronic performance, which allows for 
writing to be presented and shared digitally and “kinetically” in “interactive” ways and in 
collaboration with different communities throughout the internet (229). 
As a poet, David Morely refers to the performance of creative writing. However, the idea 
of performing writing has crossed the border between creative writing and composition. 
Multimedia and student engagement in multiple literacies have inspired pedagogical interest in 
the performance of writing. In fact, Performance Writing was developed as a field of study at 
Dartington College of Arts in England by a group of scholars interested in the different ways in 
which writing can be performed, thanks to the “emergence of new environments and 
technologies” and the “relation [of writing] with other arts practices” (Hall 42-43). In her 
keynote speech at the conference on performance writing at Dartington College of Arts, Carole 




specifically define performance writing, perhaps because of her own assertion that categorizing 
narrows down the scope of a discipline, she challenges conceptions of writing as separate from 
other artistic disciplines (1). She also explores what writing can do outside the confines of the 
page as an artistic form of expression that is, as such, experimental, interdisciplinary, and 
multifaceted (1-2). Thus, Bergvall contends, our conception of “the act of writing” needs to be 
expanded to encompass a “broader investigation of the kinds of formal and ideological strategies 
which writers and artists develop textually in response to their own time and their own fields” 
(2). Bergvall views writing as an art form to be shared, like other art forms are shared, through 
multimedia. Performance writing, according to Bergvall, “urgently prompts an interrogation of 
the impact the use of writing applies on visual, sonic or movement arts. And vice-versa” (3). 
Although she sees performance writing as an interdisciplinary endeavor, she does not view it as a 
hybrid form of art, but as a collaborative endeavor, “an area of joint practical and critical 
investigation of the many uses writing and language are being put to and push themselves into” 
(5). 
In “Thirteen Ways to Talk About Performance Writing,” John Hall, who pioneered 
Performance Writing at Dartington, explores the relationship between writing and performance 
as intricately connected acts of language. Because of its dynamic and evolving nature, 
performance evades definition. Therefore, to address the necessity of definition in theorizing 
performance writing, Hall suggests shifting our focus from definition to the making of meaning 
that occurs in the intersections of writing and performance (33-34). Although performance may 
be commonly conceived as the embodiment of written work or an idea, Hall points out that the 
juxtaposition of writing and performance can work inversely. For instance, a visual, silent 




event” (25). That same performance requires that the writer know “how to write no words…[to 
]measure the absence of words in a performance” (25). Hall also views the act of writing as a 
performance in which the writer “splits into two” to become a reader of his/her own text “in a 
parallax of close separation” and the writing itself “is always about to leave to become 
something else” (27). According to Hall, when a writer puts his/her words “on the fabric of the 
paper,” he/she creates a performance which comprises the “movement” of readers “in and out” 
of the space inhabited by the written words (29). In performance, writing transcends time as it 
“reaches back to reach forward” and “[i]n the continuous present, now is the future of a past 
mark” (37). 
In his article, “Performance Writing,” Ric Allsopp refers to performance writing as an 
emerging body of work and a frame that is grounded in the view of writing as an art form that is 
interdisciplinary and intricately connected to performance (76-77). As a theoretical framework 
for analyzing writing and its performances, performance writing, according to Allsopp, “provides 
a means for rethinking and understanding a range of arts and performance practices that have 
remained silent or mute in the face of more traditional ways of looking and reading” (77). 
Allsopp clarifies that performance writing does not remain within the confines of the traditional, 
theatrical ways in which writing is performed, such as plays and other “dramatic texts.” 
Performance writing is experimental writing in different genres that is performed through a 
variety of media (77-78). Performance writing, according to Allsopp, fosters “an interest in 
experimenting with language arts” and promotes “writerly practices that are now performing 





Interested in the ways in which performance can impact writing across the curriculum, in 
her study, “Dramatic Consequences: Integrating Rhetorical Performance Across the 
Curriculum,” Loren Marquez explores the ways in which performance “can be used to achieve 
WAC objectives of writing to learn and writing to communicate” (2). Marquez points out 
similarities between performance and writing. For instance, she explains that both composition 
studies and performance studies share the common rhetorical concerns of performer, audience, 
delivery, and their relationship to one another. She also explains that in terms of the relationship 
between performance and audience, in writing studies, discussions of audience have focused on 
two separate kinds of audience—a “fictionalized” audience imagined by the writer and a real 
audience that the writer knows. Marquez cites studies that conclude that a real audience is more 
“pedagogically” beneficial for a writer (2-3). In terms of delivery, Marquez explains that the 
performative nature of multimodal and visual approaches are powerful ways to deliver writing to 
audiences (3).  
Marquez grounds her study on the work of Richard Schechner and the concept of 
performance writing developed by Ric Allsopp and Caroline Bergvall. She equates Schechner’s 
idea of rehearsal as “twice behaved behavior” to the revision process described in Donald 
Murray’s work to explain what happens to student writing when students use their presentations 
as opportunities to reflect on and revise their work: “the student [uses] the presentation as a 
performance of the learning experience in order to revise the final written assignment” (4). Based 
on the work of Allsopp and Bergvall, Marquez explores the relationships of students with their 
texts and audiences through oral and visual performance (4). 
Marquez’s study required students to write a short response to an article of their choice, 




were required to write a reflection of their performance. The students’ performances were also 
evaluated by their peers and instructor before they were to submit a final copy of their work  
(4-5). Marquez argues that her study shows “how the performer-audience relationship affected 
[her students’] writing and the ways in which rehearsing and performing writing are activities 
that can be applied across the disciplines” (5). Marquez concludes that the performance of their 
writing helped her students evaluate their own texts in reference to the impact they thought the 
texts would have on a real audience, which consisted of their peers (6). At the same time, 
following Schechner’s idea of performance as “twice behaved behavior,” the performance of 
written work allowed Marquez’s students to reflect on and revise their written work (6-7). 
Marquez also concludes that the performance of written text helps students understand to what 
extent they “identify with their audience” and how this affects the ways in which students 
“perform their authority in relationship to the audience either to unify them with the audience or 
in ways which separate their knowledge base from their audience” (8). Marquez explains that 
post-performance reflection and feedback can help students improve their writing and the way in 
which they communicate with their audiences (8).  
Marquez argues that the performance of writing is an effective pedagogical tool that can 
be used across disciplines in different genres that require students to analyze a variety of texts 
through writing. She highlights the benefits of presenting in front of a real audience as a way for 
students to become aware of what Goffman calls “the presentation of self” and how that 
presentation can help students evaluate their writing based on their perception of and interaction 
with a real audience (9). 
Another important study that explores the impact of performance on writing is 




on a longitudinal study, the Stanford Study of Writing, on how performance affects different 
types of writing performed by college students. The authors focused mostly on the performance 
of texts the students engaged in outside of school. The study investigated the role of performance 
in the development of writing abilities in college composition courses. The authors begin the 
article with an explanation of the role of performance studies in education and its potential 
contributions to composition studies as both fields share “similar concerns, including 
relationships between language and the body, individuals and communities, and social norms and 
forms of resistance” (227). The authors explore the role of writing as a performative and 
interactive act focusing on how the embodiment of words affect their context and meaning (228). 
The authors explain that in spite of the preference that has been given to printed text in rhetoric 
and composition, performance has played an important role in writing classrooms, albeit not at 
the center of composition studies (228). However, the authors claim, modern literacy practices 
have brought performance to the foreground of our field: “Not only does performance help us 
draw connections between past and present habits of communication, it also helps us look toward 
the future and the great range of self-aware, media-savvy moves that are coming to signal full 
literacy, indeed, the multiliteracies that present-day college writers must strive to achieve” (229).  
In order to analyze the effects of performance on writing, Fishman et al. collected student 
writing over a period of two years. The writing they collected consisted of both academic and 
“self-sponsored” writing performed outside of class. The authors describe self-sponsored writing 
as more personal, reflective, and emotional (230). According to the authors, the students found 
more fulfillment in the writing they did outside of class as they had a clear sense of ownership, 
purpose, and audience. The authors cite Anne Gere to explain that in this extracurricular form of 




and change (232). However, Fishman et al. acknowledge that through critical pedagogy, 
meaningful engagement with writing and the performance of writing can be brought into the 
classroom. They also remind us that performative practices that “dropped out of composition’s 
regular curriculum in the nineteenth century (i.e., the recitation, declamation and speech making, 
extended reading aloud, and other oral forms associated with rhetoric) become significant tools 
for working powerful classroom transformations” (223).  
As part of their study, the authors invited two of the students who participated in the 
Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) convention in New York to 
discuss their experiences with writing and the performance of writing. One of the students, Beth, 
explained how she used her acting skills to put together an internal dialogue that helped her deal 
with her fear of writing a research paper. This student turned her writing process into an internal 
dialogue that included herself as a writer and her editors. The student explained that the existence 
of both internal and external audiences helped her shape and transform her writing.   
The second student the authors brought to the conference, Mark, explained his experience 
with performance as a means to give life to his writing (238). Mark said that in writing self-
sponsored texts for performance such as spoken-word poems, revision is guided by the writer’s 
purpose and intended audience (239). According to Mark, the level of self-reflection he had 
acquired through the performance of his own poems is a skill that he has been able to apply to 
other, more academic forms of writing.  
Fishman et al. explain that these two students have developed, through the use of 
performance, skills that aid them as writers. In working on writing for performance, students act 
with agency, “[f]ocused on invention, audience, and delivery, [as] they seek not only to master 




Beth’s internal dialogue strategy is a form of discourse analysis that helps her deal with writer’s 
block and negotiate the different roles she plays in her own writing process. Mark’s writing is 
directly influenced by dramatic performance compelling him to embody his own writing and 
engaging in different forms of literacy (243). Based on this study, students’ engagement in 
multimedia and performative literacy practices should serve as a guide for a teacher’s 
pedagogical practices in the classroom. 
Part V: Reading Aloud as Rehearsal, Performance, Publication 
As previously mentioned, in her article, “Dramatic Consequences: Integrating Rhetorical 
Performance Across the Disciplines and Curriculum,” Loren Marquez draws a parallel between 
Schechner’s concept of rehearsal and Donald Murray’s revision process, regarding her students’ 
presentations as a rehearsal of text that helps them revise their writing. She argues that “rehearsal 
is akin to writing studies’ focus on the multiple drafting and the revisions students make during 
the writing process [through] the transaction between speaker and audience” (4). In fact, reading 
aloud, a pedagogical technique that has been pioneered in our field by Peter Elbow and Donald 
Murray as part of the process of revision, is a rehearsal of writing. Reading aloud implies 
delivering an oral rendition of written text to an audience in order to get a response. Schechner 
describes what rehearsal does to artwork and performances: “One must fold work back in on 
itself, comparing its completed state to the process of inventing it, to its own internal procedures 
during that time when it was not yet ready for showing. Although all arts have this phase, only 
performance requires it to be public, that is, acted out among the performers as rehearsal” (204). 
When students read their writing aloud, they engage in this process of “folding work back in on 




In “Revising by Reading Aloud: What the Mouth and Ear Know,” Peter Elbow explains 
the role of reading aloud in helping a writer revise writing in progress. Similar to the way Twyla 
Tharp describes the creative process, Elbow describes writing as an endeavor that requires not 
only disciplined engagement in a process, but also the full involvement of our senses. He 
describes this as kinesthetic sense, a way of knowing language instinctively and using all our 
senses, particularly the mouth and ear to help us in the process of revision. This process involves, 
according to Elbow, both conscious and instinctual knowledge as well as the conscious 
application of intellectual knowledge.  
Although Peter Elbow emphasizes the importance of reading aloud in every stage of 
writing, this particular chapter of his book, Vernacular Eloquence, deals with reading aloud for 
the purpose of revision. According to Elbow, reading aloud makes a writer kinesthetically aware 
of how writing “sounds” to him/herself and to others, which, in turn, aids in the task of revision. 
He explains that the exercises of reading aloud invites the writer to construct sentences that are 
more aesthetically fluid and pleasant to the ear: “I find that when students have the repeated 
experience of reading their writing aloud, they are more likely to write sentences that are inviting 
and comforting to recite—which in turn makes the sentences better for readers who get them in 
silence” (Vernacular ch. 11). Reading aloud, according to Elbow, encourages students to step 
outside their own text and experience it as readers would, which aids students in recognizing 
what works and what does not about a text in progress. Elbow explains that reading aloud 
appeals to a writer’s instinctual knowledge of the sound of language as opposed to relying only 
on intellectual knowledge of the rules of grammar and mechanics. He does not discount the 
importance of knowing these rules, but he emphasizes that the instinctual knowledge our senses 




for final copy editing for surface features like spelling and grammar and perhaps register—and 
this requires calling on knowledge that the mouth and ear don’t have. But the goal of revising by 
mouth and ear is not ‘correct grammar’ but clarity and strength” (Vernacular ch. 11). According 
to Elbow, reading aloud allows writers to experience their writing kinesthetically. In other words, 
hearing their own writing as it is read aloud, or “performed,” invites writers to examine it 
aesthetically based on their internalized knowledge of language. 
Revising by reading aloud, Peter Elbow explains, works with revising passages of various 
lengths, from individual sentences and the way they connect to one another, to longer passages 
where the writer needs to pay attention to overall coherence and organization. Reading aloud 
helps a writer realize whether a piece of writing carries the same strength all throughout and 
whether it brings forth the writer’s voice. In the last section of this chapter, Elbow clarifies that 
reading aloud is not the same as ordinary speech. Reading aloud, as he explains, implies a 
thoughtful and careful process with the clear purpose of revising our prose and understanding 
how it sounds to others. Ordinary speech, he explains, is the act of communicating our thoughts 
to others in an informal and spontaneous way. The language produced by the process of revising 
by reading aloud is “a bit more elevated than everyday speech—sometimes even slightly 
artificial. We might say that revising by reading aloud gives us not spoken language, but 
language that’s inviting to speak” (Vernacular ch.11). The revision of text by reading aloud 
implies an aesthetic and thoughtful process that goes beyond the mere production of language to 
communicate with others. 
Like Peter Elbow, composition scholar and writer Donald Murray believes that it is 
important for writers to hear their own voice in their writing. In “Rewrite by Ear,” Donald 




explains, is a unique and empowering element of writing as it helps us communicate our inner 
world, connect with readers in relatable ways, and express our social concerns. Murray 
emphasizes the importance of reading our writing aloud to hear the sound of our own voice 
because it allows us to discover “what [we] feel and what [we] think” (196). Voice, according to 
Murray, is intimate and personal, and it allows the writer to build a close and unique connection 
to the reader: “The magic of writing is that the words on the page will be heard by the reader. 
The heard quality of speech is put into writing by the writer” (199). Writing that is devoid of 
voice, Murray warns us, lacks personality and fails to establish the magic of human connection 
between the reader and writer. The essay goes on to explain the multiple influences that help 
shape the unique voice of a writer, which include ethnic, regional, family, daily, and professional 
influences. It also explains how a writer’s voice informs the genre and degree of formality of a 
piece of writing. Murray explains that writers change their voice according to readers’ 
expectations and social conventions. The voice of a piece of writing can be formal or informal, 
depending on the occasion. It can take on a different musicality, depending on the genre of 
choice. Although this essay focuses more on the importance of a writer’s unique voice without 
delving too much on the process of actively listening to writing aloud as much as Peter Elbow 
does in his essay on reading aloud, Donald Murray encourages writers to listen to the sound of 
their writing: “Speak the draft out loud, hear what you are saying as you are saying it, follow the 
beat, the rhythm, the tone, the melody of what you are saying. Stop after ten minutes and read 
your draft aloud to hear your voice rise from the page” (210). His advice differs from Elbow’s in 
terms of the manner in which writing is “performed.” While in “Revising by Reading Aloud: 
What the Mouth and Ear Know,” Peter Elbow encourages writers to read their drafts aloud to 




composer would when creating music. He encourages writers to be their own “audience” first 
and listen to the music of their own writing in order to find their voice. 
In A Writer Teaches Writing, Donald Murray goes along with Peter Elbow’s advice on 
reading writing aloud to others as part of the writing process. In the chapter, “Workshop 
Teaching: The Group Response,” Donald Murray emphasizes the importance of group response 
in the process of writing. Although he does not focus solely on the oral performance of writing, 
he explains that because writing is “a private act with public intent” (Writer 187), every draft has 
to be written with the reader in mind. The group response is important, according to Murray, 
because it allows a writer to understand that writing is an effort to make meaning clear to others. 
I too believe the group response is fundamental for inexperienced writers as it can help them 
develop an intrinsic understanding of how others respond to their writing. As Murray explains, 
the group response to writing helps writers move beyond the diameter of self onto an expanding 
circle of readers at different levels of proximity. According to Murray, “the writer is the writer’s 
first reader” (Writer 188). It is fundamental for students to understand this concept, to view 
themselves as their own audience, but not the only audience of their own writing. A group of 
peers can help a writer redirect a draft to communicate ideas to others: “It is the purpose of 
writing to communicate with other human beings, and it is the magic of writing that 
communication, transmitted by symbols carved into a rune stone or green words darting across a 
black electronic screen, can communicate directly with the minds and hearts of other human 
beings far removed by geography, time, or culture” (Writer 188-9). Murray explains that the 
group response allows student writers to get an immediate reaction to their writing, which in turn 
helps them understand that what they may have thought was clear in their minds may not be 




While the group response is crucial in helping students revise their drafts, publication, 
according to Donald Murray, gives students the opportunity to establish a human connection 
with readers and their lives (Writer 190). Publication also allows students to learn about their 
craft and themselves as writers through the responses they get from readers. Murray advocates 
for various methods of publication, among them the oral performance of a piece of writing. 
Part VI: Educational Drama 
In his book Drama: What Is Happening, James Moffett speaks of drama as an effective 
tool for teaching various aspects of language. He argues that  
drama is the most accessible form of literature for young and uneducated people...drama 
is primitive: not only does it hit us at the level of sensation, affect, and conditioned 
response, but it seems in all cultures to be virtually the first, if not the first, verbal art to 
come into being, because it is oral and behavioral and functional. (3) 
 
Drama is not only common to all cultures in the form of child pretend play and theatrical, 
cinema, and television performance, but it is also an activity that encompasses different forms of 
discourse. It is for these reasons that drama is an effective pedagogical tool in the teaching of 
writing. Moffett discusses the importance of drama as a discourse tool that can help students 
interpret, analyze, and understand text. In the preface to Drama: What Is Happening, he argues 
that drama is “the matrix of all language activities subsuming speech, and engendering the 
varieties of writing and reading” (vii). In line with Moffett’s ideas, I believe it is fundamental for 
students in composition courses to engage in reading and writing as processes that include 
creative thinking, interpretation, analysis, and revision and that involve different forms of 
language use. Most of them have been conditioned to believe that reading is the passive 
consumption of a text or the mechanical search for the answers at the end of the chapter. As 
Moffett states, because drama encompasses the different uses of language and it is inclusive of 




prepared statements and exercises of textbooks never come at the right time to modify behavior” 
(53). Drama, as Moffett explains, focuses on how students use discourse in their present lives. 
Based on that, we can develop a pedagogy that is student-centered and focuses on students’ 
language production. In terms of writing, many students see it as a task they have to perform to 
earn a grade and pass the course. They do not see it as an opportunity to explore their own 
thinking and to engage in an aesthetic experience. Based on Moffett’s ideas, I believe drama can 
help students evaluate the way they use language to communicate in different forms and examine 
how the way they use language can be modified to participate in academic discourse. 
Continuing with the idea of a liberating and culturally relevant pedagogy within the realm 
of drama, another figure who has contributed to the use of drama as a vehicle for exploring 
personal and social issues is Augusto Boal. Inspired by the ideas of Brazilian scholar and 
educator Paulo Freire in “Poetics of the Oppressed,” Boal discusses the role of theatre as a 
liberating force in the lives of people who face oppression. Although my students may not face 
the same type of oppression experienced by the participants of the people’s theatre in Lima, Peru 
that Boal mentions, they face discrimination and racism as well as institutional alienation and 
marginalization because most of them belong to minority groups and some of them speak 
English as a second language. 
In the people’s theatre, as described by Boal, theatrical performance is used as a means to 
expose social problems that plague people of low socioeconomic status. However,  
the focus of the people’s theatre is not the performance itself, but the role of the audience 
participants as agents of change who brainstorm solutions to the problems represented by the 
actors. The main goal of giving the audience a central role in the people’s theatre is 
the liberation of the spectator, on whom the theatre has imposed finished versions of the 




who belong directly or indirectly to the ruling classes obviously their finished images  
will be reflections of themselves. The spectator in the people’s theatre (i.e., the people 
themselves) cannot go on being the passive victims of those images. (135) 
 
The idea of making the audience active participants in a theatrical experience that aims to expose 
and discuss social problems and brainstorm solutions to those problems as a community is one 
that I would like to explore with my students. Thus far, I have focused on working with drama to 
help my students improve their reading and writing skills. However, I see the value of the 
people’s theatre as a pedagogy that can help my students get involved in meaningful research 
projects that explore personal problems and social issues in their communities. 
Based on the work of Augusto Boal, who envisioned theatre as a dialectical and 
participatory experience that promotes social justice, many forms for drama have been developed 
by educators and activists with the aim of targeting personal, social, and political issues. In 
Theatre for Change: Education, Social Action, and Therapy, authors Robert J. Landy and David 
Montgomery explore the role of various forms of educational drama in effecting social change in 
different settings. They refer to drama as an aesthetic form of pedagogy that helps individuals 
gain a deeper understanding of their own lives and communities. The authors explain that drama 
for educational purposes does not focus on the staging of a play, but on the exploration of 
different issues through dramatic performance. Educational theatre allows students to dramatize 
personal experience and community issues. In addition, it benefits students at different levels of 
learning: 
[D]rama work can meet the needs of all levels of learners. Drama can help 
underachieving students internalize and understand affective skills, for example empathy, 
which are related to cognitive skills such as making inferences, and are required on 
standardized tests. For students who test well, drama provides opportunities to learn other 
valuable skills, including appreciation of nuance and dramatic irony, qualities that are 





Furthermore, Landy and Montgomery discuss the role of drama as a vehicle for learning and 
making meaning. Drama, according to the authors, transcends into other subjects and areas of 
students’ lives. It is also culturally inclusive, presenting a more diverse view of the world which 
textbooks tend to ignore (58). Drama invites students to explore the world beyond textbooks by 
encouraging them to take on different roles. Drama, according to the authors, is an empowering 
way of learning because it counters passivity and encourages students to take ownership of their 
own learning experiences. It can also be emotionally and intellectually liberating (62-63). I 
believe drama encourages students’ empathy as it requires them to step in someone else’s shoes 
and to explore issues related to their own lives and the lives of others. 
An important concept the authors discuss is the manner in which educational drama 
disrupts and reshapes the roles played by student and teachers in classroom dynamics. This 
rearrangement of roles is referred to as the “Mantle of the Expert,” a method developed by 
Dorothy Heathcote, which places the teacher in the role of facilitator and compels students to 
take on leadership roles. The teachers retreat to the background, providing support and 
encouragement and allowing students to take ownership of their learning experiences as they 
explore different possibilities (Landy and Montgomery 63). This is an excellent way to get 
students involved in writing and research with curiosity and genuine intent. 
There are many different forms of educational theatre, depending on context, population, 
and purpose. Landy and Montgomery acknowledge the challenges of defining the different 
methods within an educational practice that borrows from other fields, serves a diverse 
population with different needs, and is constantly evolving. For instance, Applied Theatre 
utilizes methods designed to help young people face and work through their own personal issues 




creating a safe space for young people to work on personal and community problems. 
Practitioners of these methods work with at-risk populations and individuals who have 
experienced trauma such as “women and child survivors of domestic violence, mentally ill 
individuals in psychiatric hospitals, disabled veterans, individuals living with HIV/AIDS, and 
seniors in outpatient mental health programs” (140). Thus, Applied Theatre reaches out beyond 
the classroom to help individuals and communities in a variety of situations and contexts. 
The authors discuss the use of drama as a therapeutic tool of healing and transformation. 
Drama Therapy has been formally used by psychotherapists as a holistic way to work through 
psychological problems and trauma and “explore personal and collective problems and take 
action towards change” (171). Within an educational context, drama can also be used as a way to 
promote personal healing and growth, encourage empathy, and raise awareness of personal and 
social issues.  
I believe it is important to understand the difference between Applied Theatre and Drama 
Therapy. Both methods focus on helping individuals and communities work through issues, but 
they take on different approaches. According to Landy and Montgomery,  
Applied Theatre artists focus more on cognitive, social, and political change…[staying] 
clear of psychological processes and uncontained emotional expression…. Drama 
therapists most often work towards psychological change, but even when engaging 
emotional expression, do so through the distance of theatrical fiction. (175) 
 
I believe that in practice, as an educator, working with drama in the classroom means facilitating 
work that, by its nature, invites students to explore emotional and community issues. It seems to 
me that the line between the goals of Applied Theatre and Drama Therapy would be very thin in 
my own educational practice. As an educator, I am not qualified to work through psychological 
issues with students, but I have encountered many instances in which they want to share, through 




communities. I believe writing itself is cathartic, personal, and therapeutic, especially if it is 
intended to be shared through performance. My role then, as an educator, is to create a safe space 
for my students to go through the process of writing, sharing, and performing their writing. 
In their study on the role of the body in performative pedagogy, Mia Perry and Carmen 
Medina explain that critical performative pedagogy focuses on learning as an experiential 
process with the body as the axis of “learning and experience” (62). The authors argue that with 
regard to learning, the mind is commonly regarded as the center of our intellectual activities and 
processes. However, the authors claim, both the body and mind co-exist as the means through 
which we learn about ourselves and our world. The body serves a purpose in learning that is 
different yet interconnected with the intellectual processes of the mind. Regarding this, the 
authors explain that the body and mind must be seen as “co-existing in relation to structures, 
discourses, time, place, and other. The body in this case is corporeal, biological, sensual, social, 
cultural, and ultimately relational” (63).  
Perry and Medina emphasize the concept of learning as a continually unfolding process 
that occurs through a “fluid uncovering of experience” (64). Acting as observers and participants 
in a drama activity within a teacher preparation program, the authors describe and analyze a 
drama exercise based on a book on homeless children victims of war in Haiti. The class 
instructor used a chair as a physical representation of the problem these children were facing. He 
then asked the students to take roles as characters in the story and position themselves in relation 
to the “problem.” The authors describe three particular moments within the drama activity where 
three students took different roles and positions in relation to the problem. In Moment One, 
which the participating student named “the politician,” the student stood on a table above 




this student connected “space with politics within the performative world and explored how 
politics can work in society” (68). Though this simple performative act, the student described in 
this study not only embodied a character within a story, but acted as a critic of the indifference of 
politicians in the face of social problems and the suffering of people. 
In Moment Two, which the performing student called “North America,” the student 
questioned the political indifference of North America with regard to sociopolitical problems in 
the Caribbean. The student climbed a flight of stairs away from the chair that represented the 
problem and away from others. She hid herself from view and, in her role as “North America,” 
manifested her blindness and lack of interest towards the problem (68-69). In this manner, this 
student’s performative act revealed her concern for social justice. A simple act of performance 
can deliver a strong message and have great impact on others. 
In Moment Three, which the performing student called “teacher,” the student walked 
around the chair and held another student’s hands, playing the role of a teacher who wanted to 
help (70). Her performance reveals a desire to contribute to a community in need in an active and 
empathetic way.  
The authors explain that the performance gave students the opportunity to position 
themselves within three categories, “individual, institutional, and interconnected” (70), in 
relation to the situation they were dramatizing and in that way explore a social issue from 
different perspectives (71). Based on the performative moments mentioned, the roles played by 
other students in the class, and a post-performance discussion, the authors conclude that 
performance allows students to explore the complexity of a social issue “not just in the mind, but 
in the whole being” (72). Perry and Medina’s study emphasize the role of performance as an 




Similar to Perry and Medina, in his article, “Wrighting: Crafting Critical Literacy 
Through Drama,” Joseph M. Shosh argues that through drama, students engage in activities that 
help them understand real-world issues. He also believes that drama is a pedagogy “that 
immerses students in intelligent activities designed to foster ownership and voice and that leads 
them to use literacy powerfully or epistemically” (73). I agree with these ideas. I have noticed in 
my own classrooms that sense of ownership and voice emerging from students who appeared shy 
and disengaged at the beginning of the semester. Their work with drama brings out their 
personality and encourages their active engagement.  
Drama is also an effective tool for learning, not just about social issues but also about the 
reading and writing processes. In their article, “Engaging Learners’ Comprehension, Interest, and 
Motivation to Learn Literature Using the Reader’s Theatre,” Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan and 
Fadzliyati Kamaruddin describe a study conducted in a Malaysian school on the efficiency of 
Reader’s Theatre (RT) in promoting student engagement with text and aiding comprehension. 
The authors conclude that “the learners’ interest and motivation level to learn literature 
significantly increased after experiencing RT. They now look forward to literature lessons and 
are more enthusiastic when it comes to learning literature” (153). This study was conducted in 
two stages over six months of the school year, from January to June. During the first stage, 
students received the text they needed to read. Then, the teacher researcher administered a 
questionnaire and conducted an interview to assess the students’ level of comprehension and 
attitudes towards the text. The second stage involved the application of Reader’s Theatre into the 
reading pedagogy. This stage was divided into four phases. The first one, “abstract 
conceptualization,” allowed students to analyze and discuss the reading in groups. The second 




“concrete experience,” required students to perform the script they wrote based on the text. 
Finally, during the fourth phase, “reflective observation,” students engaged in self-evaluation of 
their performances and peer evaluation of their classmates’ performances. They also analyzed 
their own learning experience in the use of Reader’s Theatre.  
Kabilan and Kamaruddin’s study closely resembles the work I have done with drama and 
writing in my own classes. Like the researchers who conducted this study, I had observed the 
lack of motivation and disengagement of my students with reading and writing. I identified the 
root of these problems to be based on the difficulties some of them have with the English 
language and their inability to relate to the texts in a meaningful way.  
Another study conducted in the use of drama in elementary school is “Connecting Drama 
and Writing: Seizing the Moment to Write” by Teresa Cremin et al. Although this study was 
conducted in an elementary school, what it aims to investigate resembles my own research 
interests more closely than other studies in the use of drama in English classrooms. Using 
process drama, a dramatic technique in which both students and teachers collaborate to explore 
an issue (Landy and Montgomery 19), through a constructivist approach, a group of teachers and 
researchers in England examined the effects of drama on the writing of a group of students, ages 
six to eleven. When moments of dramatic tension occurred in the picture books the students read, 
or when tension was evoked by children’s responses to the teachers’ questions, the teachers 
“seized the moment” and ask the students to write in a genre of their choice, which the children 
wrote from the perspective of imaginary characters. As a result, the students’ writing 
demonstrated “a clear sense of focus and empathy, powerful language choices and the inclusion 
of details, as well as convincing authorial stance and often emotively engaging voice. The 




addition, the researchers concluded that the use of drama encouraged student collaboration and 
engagement and gave the students a clear sense of purpose. 
In her article, “Using Creative Drama in the Writing Process,” Lorie A. Annarella 
explains the use of guided imagery as a precursory creative drama technique to stimulate 
engagement in imaginative reading and writing. Guided imagery, according to Annarella, 
consists of a guided visualization exercise in which students are encouraged, with their teacher’s 
guidance, to visualize an object or to “participate on a guided imagery trip” (5). The exercise 
begins with breathing and relaxation techniques, followed by guided visualization. Throughout 
the exercise, students are encouraged to use their five senses and to stay connected to their 
feelings. After the visualization exercise, students share the visualization with the class. The last 
step of the process requires students to write about their visualization experiences. Annarella 
explains that guided imagery is an effective technique in encouraging meaningful and 
imaginative engagement in the writing process. Although Annarella’s article does not represent 
conclusions based on a study, her recommendations are based on her teaching experiences and 
theoretical knowledge, which I find valuable in helping me examine my own pedagogical 
practices.  
One of the few studies that explore the impact of drama in writing in secondary schools is 
“Writing in Imagined Contexts: Research Into Drama-Influenced Writing” by Jonothan Neelands 
et al. The study was conducted in four Toronto schools over a period of six months. In the study, 
tenth-grade students were asked to write stories about immigration experiences using data they 
gathered from interviews with family and friends as well as their own experiences. Like some of 
my students, the students in this study were asked to share their stories and write and perform a 




dramatic reenactment of a fictional story and to imagine their own version of a narrative for 
dramatization purposes. Lastly, the twelfth-grade students were asked to dramatize issues found 
in their textbook related to aging.  
Through their study, Neelands at al. found that drama allows students to write for 
authentic reasons. They concluded that “writing generated in response to the concrete particulars 
of context can lead to an awareness of the genre, register, and audience, since the authentic 
situations of drama provide opportunities for students to experience the cause and effect of their 
personal writing” (9). The study also found that drama allowed students to experience “the 
power of writer and audience,” to use their vernacular voice, and to make meaning through 
writing and dramatic representations of text. According to Neelands et al., drama encouraged 
students to imagine worlds outside themselves and to reflect on issues through their writing. 
Drama, the authors argue, is a “meaningful resource in all aspects of the writing process” (11) 
because it connects all forms of discourse. Because drama was part of the writing process of the 
students in the study, teachers were actively involved as mentors and facilitators throughout the 
process. Furthermore, the study concluded that drama gave students more ownership of their 
writing, opportunities to write about personal experiences, opportunities for collaborative 





Chapter III: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction and Overview 
To examine the affordances and problems entailed in a performance approach to teaching 
college composition, I chose to function as a teacher-researcher in my own classroom and 
conduct a teacher research qualitative study. Because of its holistic, descriptive, and exploratory 
nature, a qualitative classroom-based study fits the purposes of research that aims to examine and 
come to some tentative understandings of a complex phenomenon as it occurs in its actual 
setting. Furthermore, teacher research is a research approach that allows educators to study what 
happens in our classrooms with direct implications for our practice and our profession. With 
regard to the teaching of writing, teacher research allows writing instructors the opportunity to 
examine the implications of our pedagogy in the development of our students’ writing abilities 
and how our students’ performance as writers, in turn, affect how we teach writing. As Nancie 
Atwell observes, “[d]escriptive studies of writers’ activity yield information that makes sense to 
classroom teachers, providing us with new perspectives from which to view our students’ 
development as writers and clear implications for the kinds of writing instruction that will 
support that development” (88).  
Conceptual Frame 
In order to understand the implications of the use of performance in the teaching of 
writing, in this study, I drew on performance theory to examine the ways in which participation 
in a collaborative and an aesthetic learning experience impacts students and their engagement in 
writing. However, before I explain how this theoretical perspective informed my analysis of the 
data I collected, I would like to offer some background on what led me to incorporate 




As a writing teacher with a background in dance, I always wondered, particularly at the 
beginning of my teaching career, how writing could be taught as dance is taught. How can we 
teach writing as an aesthetic activity that requires mastery of skill and technique, but one that the 
learner can enjoy in the process? George Hillocks explains a similar question in thinking about 
the perennial problem of writing classes: that of getting students authentically engaged in the 
subject and process of their writing. According to Hillocks in Teaching Writing as Reflective 
Practice: 
Some of the most encouraging research for anyone teaching anything is the research that 
shows the possibilities for engaging students in activities where what students already 
know is valued in various ways and they become active doers and planners…. Ball and 
Heath, for example, study the appeal of three dance groups to young people in urban 
arenas. They find that frequent positive reinforcement, active participation at various 
levels, and high mutual expectations result in high levels of engagement over periods of 
years. (20) 
 
In dance, when learning a choreography, for instance, students are valued for their effort and 
contribution to the piece. In addition, the dancers involved work together as “active doers and 
planners” learning from each other, their instructor, and the activity itself. When applied to the 
teaching of writing, this type of learning experience is one that writing students could benefit 
from because it values their knowledge, experiences, and contributions and encourages their 
engagement through participation in a community of practice. 
Recalling my experiences in dance led me to wonder: What can we offer in a 
composition course, which many students find to be a tedious requirement, that calls on talents 
and capacities the students already exercise elsewhere, but that can be tapped to engage them 
actively in the performative writing projects I had planned for them and that demands the level of 




It occurred to me that every writing act is an act of creation, whether we are putting 
together a list of groceries, a Facebook status, or a poem. The problem is that unlike dance or art 
classes, which most of us take because of personal interest, composition courses are required and 
many students see them as courses they have to pass to be able to move on to what really 
interests them.  
In trying to find an answer to the problem of engagement and motivation, I thought about 
another class I took when I was in college. At twenty years old, I didn’t know how to swim and 
decided to force myself to take swimming lessons in spite of my fear of water and distrust of 
what the instructor was going to ask me to do (which in my mind, regardless of how I imagined 
it, always led me to drowning). Learning to swim in shallow water was relatively easy. However, 
the idea of swimming in deep water, where I could not rely on simply standing to keep my head 
above the water, was very frightening. As I progressed through the courses, I reached the level 
that required us to swim in deep water and I decided to keep going. After a few initial days of 
safely practicing along the edge and even swimming across the width of the pool, our instructor 
wanted us to dive. Most of us were frightened by the prospect of diving in twelve feet of water. 
However, our instructor has a very imaginative way of helping us deal with our fears. He brought 
a small boat and colorful toys to the pool. He wanted us to imagine we were noodlers paddling a 
boat in the ocean to catch as many fish as we could within a certain amount of time. No one was 
forced to dive, but most of us did. We realized it was not easy to dive to the bottom of the pool 
because of water pressure and buoyancy. 
What our teacher did was engage our imagination by getting us to act out a little drama 




our little boat. I realize now that we were engaged intellectually and kinesthetically in a learning 
experience that required us to collaborate with one another and use our imagination. 
As a writer, I have also participated in writing activities that require my engagement in 
acts of performance. I have written poetry that I have performed in front of my students at the 
college where I teach and at different poetry events in New York. I have also participated in 
writing communities with colleagues at work and fellow doctoral students. In these writing 
communities, we have shared both creative and academic work. Together, we have shared our 
writing by reading it aloud to each other to provide one another with support, feedback, and 
camaraderie. Being part of a group of people who share a common interest and who are willing 
to share their talents and learn from each other is a very rewarding experience. Writing with 
others helped me gain insight into their writing practices as well as my own through our 
conversations, questions, and feedback on our writing. I had a receptive audience who valued my 
work, praised what they considered my strengths, and gave me constructive suggestions on areas 
I needed to change or improve. 
These experiences, along with my background in dance, made me hope that performance 
and aesthetic engagement would give my students an avenue for self-expression, a sense of 
purpose, a greater awareness of audience, intellectual and kinesthetic engagement in the writing 
process, and a sense of ownership and pride in their own work. I wanted my students to 
experience writing as a holistic, performance-oriented activity that requires more than just 
intellectual engagement. Thus, I became interested in the role of performance in writing, not only 
as the culminating dramatic enactment of written text, but also as the way in which writers share 
their writing in progress in collaboration with one another by reading it aloud and performing it 




Some of the major scholars in our field support the use of performance in the teaching of 
college writing. For instance, Peter Elbow believes that writing for an audience is “pragmatic” 
and transactional (Power 192). In other words, Elbow views audience-focused writing as 
dynamic and collaborative and therefore likely to engage students in the transactional and 
pragmatic process. Similarly, Donald Murray believes that, throughout the writing process, 
sharing writing by reading it aloud to others who then respond, helps students “internalize 
through the workshop experience what readers need to know” (Writer 189), which is to say, it 
allows students to hear their own writing, thus experiencing it as others do at the same time that 
it allows them to step out of their own experience to understand how others perceive their writing 
in a way that is immediate and interactive. It is also an experience that encourages self-reflection 
and the process of revision: “In the writing workshop the student learns, sometimes slowly and 
painfully, how to make meaning clear. Students are always surprised that what they think is fully 
developed to them is difficult for others to understand” (Writer 189).  
Performance Theory and Writing 
Performance theory, which I explained in more detail in my literature review, is an ever-
expanding paradigm that is  
part of an unprecedented growth in new methodologies and specializations, a sudden 
expansion in disciplines and degrees, in the number of colleges, universities, and 
graduate institutions in the US and abroad, and in the number of students and faculty 
involved in primary, secondary, and higher education. (Mckenzie 13) 
 
This expansion is indicative of the compelling power of performance as a theoretical framework 
for analyzing various aspects of culture and learning. 
The dynamic, holistic, interdisciplinary, and all-encompassing nature of performance 




writers bring to the act of writing. Performance is intricately connected to a vast array of human 
experiences. According to Richard Schechner in his book, Performance Theory: 
[D]ancing, singing, wearing masks and/or costumes, impersonating other humans, 
animals, or supernaturals, acting out stories, presenting time 1 and time 2, isolating and 
preparing special places and/or times for these presentations, and individual or group 
preparations or rehearsals are coexistent with the human condition. (66) 
 
Since my students engaged in writing activities that involved group interaction and performance, 
performance theory represented an adequate and relevant framework for my study. 
Performance theory can be used to examine all aspects of the act of writing: the writer, 
the text, and the way we share ourselves and our writing with others. It can also be used to study 
the interactions between writers and audiences, relationships within writing communities, as well 
as the performances of self and of groups in social interactions and through the production of art, 
writing, music, and theatre.   
Research Site 
This study was conducted at Queens College of the City University of New York,  
where I teach English composition for The Percy E. Sutton SEEK Program. SEEK (Search for 
Education, Elevation, and Knowledge) is a program that provides under-represented and 
economically disadvantaged students with the opportunity to access higher education. The 
program “was signed into law by the New York State legislature in 1966 as the City University’s 
higher education opportunity program in the senior colleges” (SEEK Program). At Queens 
College, the SEEK program is organized as follows: 
1. Incoming freshmen are enrolled in a summer intensive program to prepare them 
academically for the rigors of a college education. 




3. For the first year of their college studies, our students receive instructional support 
from an instructor and supplemental instructor who work together as a team. 
4. SEEK students receive academic and life-skills support through tutoring, enrichment 
workshops, and counseling. 
5. SEEK students receive financial aid. 
The students in our program come from diverse backgrounds. According to the Queens 
College Office of Institutional Research’s most recent demographic data on total SEEK 
enrollment, 45.7% of our students are Asian/Pacific Islander, 9.7% are Black, 34.9% are 
Hispanic, and 9.4% are White (Institutional Research). 
The cohesive, community-oriented nature of the SEEK Program at Queens College 
allows ample room for pedagogical experimentation and administrative support. For many years, 
I have experimented with various forms of dramatic performance of text in my classes. My 
students have received the opportunity to perform their writing in small campus theatres, at the 
SEEK Program’s Spring Poetry Slam, and at the graduation ceremony. Every time my students 
perform their writing, instructors, counselors, administrators, staff, and families are invited to 
accompany and support them. 
My Dual Role as Teacher and Researcher 
The Unexpected Poet 
 
You say you are not a good writer, 
but the words you wrote 
on this piece of paper 
torn out of your spiral notebook 
say otherwise. 
 
You say you were never good at “English,” 
but what you have written here 
did not come from half-learned academic lessons 




proper syntax, and coherent structure. 
It came from a place of truth within you 
and bled out through the barrel of your pen 
making itself visible 
in the curves and lines of your hurried handwriting. 
 
You say you want me to tell you 
if what you have written is good, 
but my marks on your paper, 
like signs and billboards on the side of a road, 
will distract you from seeing 
that the words you wrote 
are now calling upon you 
to mold and shape them, 
to weave them together, 
to share them with the world. 
 
I wrote this poem inspired by my students and their work. I read it to them during a 
general assembly of the SEEK program at Queens College. I also published it in our program’s 
literary journal, Visions and Voices. I did this because I wanted them to see me go through the 
process which I ask them to partake of when they write for performance. I wanted them to see 
me perform the kinds of tasks in which I encourage them to engage. I dedicated it to them 
because they have been a great source of inspiration for me as a teacher, scholar, and writer.  
Many years ago (by the mercy of God, this study does not require me to reveal how 
many), I was, like my students, an undergraduate student in the SEEK Program at Queens 
College. I had come to the United States from my native Colombia a year before I was to start 
college. My first year of college was full of challenges. I was a seventeen-year-old girl living in a 
new country and struggling to learn a new language that I was expected to master in very little 
time. I was determined and excited for the journey ahead of me, but at the same time, I felt 
overwhelmed and confused. My knowledge of English was at the basic level. I was placed in 
remedial courses where I found myself frantically taking phonetic notes of my instructors’ 




different backgrounds and ethnicities, all of whom, I assumed, spoke English well. For the first 
time in my life, I saw people from places in the world I had only read about in stories and 
encyclopedias. 
In spite of these challenges, I was excited to be in college and determined to succeed. I 
felt very welcomed as a student in the SEEK program. I received a lot of support from the 
program and faculty, who knew I was still learning the language while trying to assimilate 
culturally and academically to the college. During my second year of college, one of my English 
professors recognized that I could write well and recommended me for a writing tutor job within 
the program. That was the beginning of my journey in education. 
Years later, I am back in the same classrooms where I weaved some of my first memories 
as a young student in a new country. Only this time, I am not sitting in the middle of a room full 
of chatty and eager freshmen—I am the instructor standing in front of them. I became part of the 
SEEK Program’s English faculty in the Spring 2011 semester, having been recommended for the 
position by the same professor who, years ago when I was an undergraduate student, had 
recommended me for a tutoring job.  
Needless to say, my students and I have a lot in common. Having been a student in the 
program, I see myself reflected in them. I relate to their struggles and their desire to get a college 
education in spite of challenges and difficulties. Like the majority of them, I belong to a minority 
who is under-represented in higher education in the United States. I understand the difficulty 
some of them face in having to do college-level work in a language they are still trying to master. 
Nevertheless, I know that my position as a teacher puts me at a power differential in 
relation to my students. This issue is further exacerbated in my dual role as teacher-researcher. 




primary concern for educators who find themselves in the dual role of teacher-researcher should 
be the students’ best interest because “[t]he problem raised by doing research with one’s own 
students is that the criterion of service to the student is jeopardized by needs determined by 
research” (254). Furthermore, students may feel coerced to participate in the study to please the 
teacher or out of fear their refusal may negatively affect their grades. I have tried to minimize 
this risk by building a classroom environment where my students are welcomed and understood 
and where they feel they can reach out to me with any issues and concerns they may have about 
the course, their grades, or my teaching. In addition, when requesting their consent to use their 
work for research purposes, I reassure them that their participation would not affect their position 
as students or their grades for the course. Furthermore, even though this study will not directly 
benefit my participants, the focus of my research is to analyze my own teaching practices and to 
discover how the use of performance in the teaching of English composition can potentially 
benefit our field and our students. 
Participant Selection 
Data for this study were collected from two different classes. One was College Writing I, 
a first-semester composition course; the other one was Literature and Place, a second-semester 
writing intensive course. College Writing I is the first composition course in a two-semester 
series that requires students to learn college-level reading, writing, and research skills that they 
can apply to other courses. Literature and Place is a writing-intensive literature elective for non-
majors, which focuses on writing critically about literature of specific places to analyze how a 
place affects the way people construct their lives. 
The classes had an enrollment of twenty-three and nineteen students, respectively. The 




investigator’s observation notes. A description of the assignments that were given to students in 
each class and later collected as data for this study can be found in the Appendix section. 
Methods of Data Collection 
For this case study, I used three methods of data collection: observations, document 
analysis, and student responses to reflective questions.  
Observations 
I decided to use observational data because they allowed me to record phenomena from a 
firsthand perspective as they occurred in a natural setting (Merriam 94). Observations allow an 
educational researcher to record what happens in the classroom for the purpose of analysis, 
comparison, and interpretation. Observational methods are effective in data analysis because 
they can help the researcher “gain a comprehensive ‘picture’ of the site, a ‘sense of setting’ 
which cannot be obtained solely by speaking with people” (Simons 55). In my role as instructor, 
every semester, I hold small group conferences with my students in my office, asking them to 
read sections of their papers aloud to me and to their conference peers. The purpose of this 
exercise is to allow them to hear themselves speak out their own work in front of a real audience. 
Reading aloud in front of others is a performative act that makes the written work come to life in 
front of those who can hear it and, most importantly, in front of the person who created it. I have 
noticed that, invariably, every time we perform this exercise during conferences, some of my 
students respond to their work reflectively by expressing, for instance, confusion about their own 
words, realizing some of their writing does not make sense or did not come out as intended, or 
correcting syntax or spelling errors they become aware of as they read. However, I have noticed 
that in spite of these challenges and regardless of their level of skill, when prompted to read their 




errors. In addition, when students hear other students read their writing, they make comments 
about the readers’ writing as well as their own. I have also noticed, in my role as an instructor, 
that most students show a great deal of enthusiasm and put a lot of effort and dedication into 
writing that is meant to be performed upon completion. 
As an investigator, I recorded what happened during my observations of student 
performances by taking field notes. I initially contemplated audio recording, but I decided that 
recording my students would be too intrusive. Making them self-conscious can make the process 
artificial. My observations were planned and recorded as follows: 
Conferences on Writing in Progress 
After my students wrote a complete initial draft of their assignments, the class was 
divided into groups of four. Each group was scheduled to sit with me for half an hour. During the 
conferences, students read their writing aloud and made comments about their own drafts and the 
drafts of their peers. I asked questions about their writing to help them with revisions. I took 
handwritten field notes of what happens during these small group conference sessions with each 
class, respectively. 
Performance of Writing 
Students in both classes were required to perform their writing in front of their classmates 
once they had prepared final drafts of their assignments. One class engaged in live performance 
of their poems during an in-class Poetry Slam. While the students performed their poems 
individually, I recorded field notes of their performances. The students in the other class were 
required to transform the personal narratives they wrote for their midterm assignment into one-
act plays to perform and record in their own time. In preparation for their performance 




On the last day of class, the students who wrote personal narratives played their group 
performance videos to the entire class. I took field notes of my observations of student 
performances during and after their presentations since they all made their videos available for 
public viewing on YouTube. 
Immediately after the conference sessions and student performances, while the events 
were fresh in my memory, I wrote narrative notes of the sketchy field notes I took during my 
observations. This was an important step in maintaining the integrity of observation data, as 
Merriam and Tisdell point out: “Even if the researcher has been able to take detailed notes during 
an observation, it is imperative that full notes in a narrative format be written, typed, or dictated 
as soon after the observation as possible” (149). Writing is also the first step we take in making 
sense of raw data:  
We write primarily because writing is at the heart of our endeavors to reflect, to be 
thoughtful, to tame and to shape the compost heap of data that is filled with disparate, 
confusing, and overwhelming raw impressions. Writing helps us to consider, reconsider, 
plan, replan, make order, check with ourselves and others, and to tell the story of the 
research in precisely the ways that we feel do justice to it. (Ely et al. 15) 
 
It was important for me to write narrative notes that included my impressions of what I noticed 
during my observations and to preserve what happened more precisely than what my sketchy 
field notes could reveal to me later on in their brevity. 
Document Analysis 
A primary source of data for this study was my participants’ written assignments. 
Because these documents were part of the coursework assigned for the semester, they constituted 
the regular written products of my ordinary instructional program rather than discourse produced 
in an experimental or a contrived context. According to Merriam and Tisdell, such documents 




setting in the ways that the presence of the investigator might when conducting interviews or 
observations. Documents and artifacts are, in fact, a ready-made source of data easily accessible 
to the imaginative and resourceful investigator” (162). Written documents in a writing class are a 
natural and common source of data because they are part of the ordinary coursework required by 
the syllabus for the course, even when no teacher-research study is taking place.  
For this study, data collection was conducted as follows:  
• From my College Writing class, I collected drafts of student poetry projects. These 
drafts were discussed during conferences where students read them aloud and 
discussed them with me and a small group of their peers. Later in the semester, I 
collected final drafts of their poetry projects, which they performed in front of their 
classmates at a Poetry Slam. 
• From my Literature and Place class, I collected drafts of my students’ personal 
narratives. These drafts were also workshopped during conferences where students 
read them aloud and discussed them with me and a small group of their peers. I also 
collected the final drafts of their narratives as well as plays they wrote based on these 
narratives for the purpose of performance. 
Reflective Questions 
These are written responses to questions I designed to help students gain metacognitive 
insight into their work. Like other documents produced by students for the course, these 
reflective responses to questions were a form of data that was part of the course requirements for 
all students. Hence, they were less intrusive than actual interview questions would be because 
students had the opportunity to think through their responses before submitting them. However, 




into my students’ perspective on how performance affects their writing. Thomas N. Huckin 
explains that text contains not only the meaning purposefully ascribed to it by the writer, but also 
“metalinguistic and interpersonal information that helps to guide interpretation” (87). This 
information becomes more informative if we, as educators, ask questions that help our students 
gain insight into their own processes. As an investigator, my students’ responses to these 
questions help me gain a more insightful interpretation of their written texts. I distributed the 
questions to all students in both classes after they completed and performed their assignments. 
They were required to return their reflective writing in response to my questions within a week. 
The questions I designed can be found in the Appendix section. 
Data Analysis 
In order to analyze the data I collected for this study, I organized and categorized each 
form of data through coding. According to Merriam and Tisdell,  
[c]oding is nothing more than assigning some sort of short-hand designation to various 
aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve specific pieces of the data…[e]ach 
interview, set of field notes, and document needs identifying notations so that you can 
access them as needed in both the analysis and write up of your findings. (199)  
 
Beyond being a way to organize, categorize, and manage collected data, coding is the first step in 
data analysis because it  
forces the researcher to make judgements about the meanings of contiguous blocks of 
text. The fundamental tasks associated with coding are sampling, identifying themes, 
building codebooks, marking texts, constructing models (relationships among codes), and 
testing these models against empirical data. (Ryan 780) 
 
In other words, coding is a method that allows the researchers to conduct analysis of a body of 
verbal data.  
During the data collection process, I kept field notes and narrative notes to record my raw 




during the coding process. I started coding my observation narrative notes, keeping in mind my 
research questions. I used descriptive coding, an approach that Saldaña explains “is appropriate 
for virtually all qualitative studies, but particularly for beginning qualitative researchers learning 
how to code data, ethnographies, and studies with a wide variety of data forms (e.g., interview 
transcripts, field notes, journals, documents, diaries, correspondence, artifacts, video)” (88). 
Once this part of the process was complete, I used the codes generated from my observation 
narrative notes to examine the reflection questions. With the master list of codes generated by 
my observation narrative notes of student conferences and the students’ responses to the writing 
reflection questions, I created a data table of categories that helped me come up with some initial 
findings for this study. 
I coded written document data separately, using a systematic and intuitive approach. 
According to Merriam and Tisdell,  
Tracking down new leads, being open to new insights, and being sensitive to the data are 
the same whether the researcher is interviewing, observing, or analyzing documents. 
Since the investigator is the primary instrument for gathering data, he or she relies on 
skills and intuition to find and interpret data from documents. (175) 
 
With my research questions and theoretical framework in mind, I examined my participants’ 
written work for themes that revealed how my students presented themselves through their 
writing. I then compared the themes generated by each document to create categories.  
Data for this study were analyzed and interpreted through discourse analysis. According 
to Lankshear and Knobel, “When we analyze discourse from this kind of perspective we try to 
understand what discourse(s) a person is ‘coming from’ when they talk or write about 
something” (297). Finally, findings were interpreted by comparing different sets of categories 






Prior to this study, I conducted a pilot study on the use of performance in the composition 
classroom. Pilot studies are particularly useful to beginner researchers because they “help define 
the dimensions of the problem, the sample of persons and sites to be used, any instruments other 
than the observer(s), the behaviors to be targeted, the protections against reasonable alternative 
explanations, and the likely ethical problems to be encountered” (Krathwohl and Smith 129-
130). The pilot study allowed me to gain some insight into my students’ perceptions on 
performance and how they affected their writing process. It also helped me gain a deeper 
understanding of my own methodology and my role as a teacher-researcher.   
Since I learned English as a second language and taught English language lessons for 
many years prior to becoming a composition instructor, for the pilot study, I focused mostly on 
English language learners in the composition classroom. For this particular study, I shifted my 
focus to include a more diverse population of students. I feel that this allowed me a deeper and 
more accurate insight into how performance affects student writing at different levels of skill and 
how students are able to contribute to each other’s learning. 
One assumption I made based on my teaching experience prior to the pilot study was that 
through performance, students would reflect only on their own work and their process of 
producing it. However, I noticed, during my observations, that some students paid close attention 
to the reflections of other classmates while reading their drafts aloud and imitated or learned 
from the example of others how to reflect on their own writing. For instance, while one of the 
students was reading her personal narrative, another student in the group interrupted her saying, 
“You add so much detail! I need to do that too.” It is important to remark that the student made 




reminds us, “what [a student] needs is not rules, but awareness” (“Teaching” 202). In this 
particular instance, the student was made aware of an aspect of her writing she needed to revise 
by working with her peers in her zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 86). This made me 
realize that I need to pay close attention to how performance encourages collaborative work 
among students. 
Credibility 
Credibility in qualitative research implies “that findings are trustworthy and believable in 
that they reflect the participants’, researchers’, and readers’ experiences with a phenomenon but 
at the same time the explanation is only one of many possible ‘plausible’ interpretations possible 
from data” (Corbin and Strauss ch., 14). Qualitative research has faced challenges in terms of 
credibility because it does not aim to represent a positivist search for a fixed notion of an 
objective truth. Instead, it embraces hybridity, complexity, change, and uncertainty to arrive at a 
multidimensional interpretation of phenomena. Ely et al. explain that in qualitative research, “a 
responsible research report is a report that can be believed. This is linked directly to how each 
research-writer shares the story of meaning making that underpins the writing” (34). 
In order to conduct a credible research report, Merriam and Tisdell suggest we use the 
criteria established by Marilyn V. Lichtman for qualitative research, which “include being 
explicit about the researcher’s role and his or her relationship to those studied, making a case that 
the topic of the study is important, being clear about how the study was done, and making a 
convincing presentation of the findings of the study” (240). In order to try to ensure the 
credibility of my study, I took steps to make sure I understood my position as a teacher-
researcher, acknowledged possible biases, maintained transparency in my interpretations, and 




My dual role as teacher-researcher offered me the possibility of investigating my own 
classroom, which had a direct impact on my own pedagogy and can result in a possible 
contribution to my field. However, I acknowledge that my position of “power” in the classroom 
may have influenced the way in which my students participated in my study. For this reason, in 
designing my study, I decided that instead of interview questions, which might lead my students 
to respond in ways they felt would impress me, I designed reflective questions as part of their 
writing assignments for the course. These questions fulfilled the dual function of encouraging 
students’ metacognitive analysis of their own writing and providing me with some insight into 
their perspective. Furthermore, I reassured my students that their participation would not affect 
their grades.  
In order to maintain a holistic and truthful presentation of my research and to minimize 
the risk of bias, I collected different forms of data, selected a diverse group of participants, and 
maintained a journal of analytic memos to keep track of my stance at different points during the 
process. It is important to maintain self-awareness and to be reflective of our own experiences in 
our transactions with the field as qualitative researchers. As Ely et al. remind us:  
we need to be conscious of what causes us to be startled, provoked, angry, or challenged 
by the material and meaning of our studies. We need to record, name what is being 
recorded, and construct meaning from our explicit confrontations with the perspectival 
nature of the data and the knowledge that helps us produce analysis of it. (37) 
 
Since our identity and beliefs are invariably going to affect how we view and analyze our data, it 
is fundamental that keep constant check of how we feel and think as we go along the process. 
It is my belief that writing is both an individual and a collaborative endeavor. My own 
research interests reflect this notion. For this reason, I believe that it is important for research 
writers to work in collaboration with others. Collaborative writing helps us check our own biases 




ensure the integrity of qualitative research (249). Besides working closely with my advisor, I 
worked in collaboration with two different writing groups who provided me with peer review 
and support. One was a group of fellow graduate students who were familiar with my research 
interests and writing style. The other was a group of colleagues at the college where I teach, who 





Chapter IV: A PRESENTATION OF SELF:  
KNOWLEDGE AND SELF-REPRESENTATION IN STUDENT WRITING 
Every act of writing is an intentional reconstruction of our knowledge and experiences. It 
is a performance of self in which the writer attempts to “convey an impression to others which it 
is in his interest to convey” (Goffman 4). In his book, The Performance of Self in Student 
Writing, Thomas Newkirk takes on Erving Goffman’s performance theory to analyze how 
student writers present themselves through autobiographical writing (3-5). Inspired by Newkirk’s 
work, in this chapter, I would like to take the opportunity to evaluate my students’ written work 
through the lens of performance theory in order to examine the ways in which student writers 
perform their knowledge and present themselves in writing. 
Every writing event is a chance to create, construct, and perform. We are all full of 
stories and ideas, but when telling those stories and communicating those ideas, we must rely on 
the skills we have to give shape to our writing. Competence is defined in psychology as “one’s 
developed repertoire of skills, especially as it is applied to a task or set of tasks” (“Competence,” 
APA Dictionary). These skills are developed through experiences and social and cultural 
interactions. In The Social Mind: Language, Ideology, and Social Practice, James Paul Gee 
argues that thought, language, and action need to be studied within the social contexts in which 
they occur. He contends that “what is in our heads are rich networks of associations, some of 
which are our biological ‘gift’ (‘innate’), and many others of which are built up by our 
experiences in the physical and social world from birth on” (Introduction). Sheridan Blau argues 
that competence in writing is developed within three interrelated contexts: intellectual, social, 
and experiential. Intellectual contexts refer to the knowledge acquired over time through 




participation of a writer within a collaborative community of peers. Lastly, the experiential 
context refers to “the way a writer experiences himself in his own act of engagement in the 
process of composing, an experience strongly influenced by the other two contexts” (4-6).  
I would like to add that in order to facilitate students’ development of competence in 
different areas of writing, we must recognize and honor the knowledge and experiences they 
bring to the classroom and use them as learning platforms. Competence is ever-evolving and 
changing, contingent upon our experiences and social interactions in a cyclical way. Erving 
Goffman contends that “when an individual appears in the presence of others, there will usually 
be some reason to mobilize his activity so that it will convey an impression to others which is in 
his interest to convey” (4). This performance of the self to others occurs in writing as well, as 
Kirkman argues. Every act of writing prompts a writer to present him/herself through writing in a 
way that “will convey an impression to others which is in his[/her] interest to convey.” These 
performances may reinforce a writer’s confidence in his/her skills, allow opportunity for 
reflection and reinvention, or reveal issues the writer needs to work on. As Victor Turner argues,  
To perform is…to bring something about, to consummate something, or to ‘carry out’ a 
play, order, or project. But in the ‘carrying out,’ I hold, something new may be generated. 
He performance transforms itself…the rules may ‘frame’ the performance, but the ‘flow’ 
of action and interaction within that frame may conduce to hitherto unprecedented 
insights and even generate new symbols and meanings, which may be incorporated into 
subsequent performances. (79) 
 
What this implies in composition is that through performance, writers may gain new insights that 
open up new understandings they can use to revise or reinvent their writing or to view other 
assignments from different and broader perspectives. 
Composition students have to deal with different pressures within an educational context: 
Not all composition students are fond of writing and may view it as a hurdle they have to 




writers based on their experiences. In addition, some students focus more on grades than on the 
process of writing. However, in their performance of the self through writing, we may be able to 
recognize how their knowledge and experiences may serve them in their journey as writers. 
Teaching is also a performance of the self, one in which we seek to present ourselves in 
ways that allow our students to learn from our knowledge and experiences. In turn, we learn 
from the performance of our teaching, from our students’ responses to our performance, and 
from their performances as well. Without going into an exploration of pedagogical theory, I 
would like to remark that, as teachers, it is important to see ourselves as learners and to value the 
lessons we learn from our students. As Paulo Freire says, in a teacher-student relationship that 
recognizes and values students’ knowledge, “The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-
teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn while being 
taught also teach” (61). With this in mind, what can we learn from the performances of our 
students’ selves through writing so that we can reinvent our own teaching performances to serve 
them better? 
Inspired by Mina Shaughnessy’s work, Thomas Newkirk invites us to view students’ 
writing from a perspective that acknowledges and values their strengths and to use those 
strengths as a point of departure to guide their writing. I would like to add, based on Schechner’s 
concept of restored behavior, that beyond self-expression and an attempt to complete an 
assignment, student writing represents the choices students make within the possibilities they 
have. According to Schechner, every behavior is a reconstruction of past behaviors and it exists 
“separate from those who are behaving” (“Restoration” 36). Because of this, Schechner explains, 
“the behavior can be stored, transmitted, manipulated, transformed. The performers get in touch 




these strips, either by being absorbed into them (playing the role, going into trance) or by 
existing side by side with them” (“Restoration” 36). As with any behavior, writing represents a 
reconstruction of behavior—a performance of the self that is built upon other “strips of behavior” 
from our past experiences. Below are the ways in which my participants reconstructed their 
experiences and performed themselves through their writing.  
The Knowledgable Self: A Presentation of Students’ Sociocultural Knowledge 
“Terms of cultural engagement, whether antagonistic or affiliative, are produced 
performatively” – Homi Bhabha 
In his book, The Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha argues that the expression of culture 
and tradition by different cultural groups, particularly in post-colonial and heterogeneous 
societies, “may as often be consensual as conflictual; they may confound our definitions of 
tradition and modernity; realign the customary boundaries between the private and the public, 
high and low; and challenge normative expectations of development and progress” 
(Introduction). Although Bhabha’s definition applies to a broad concept of post-colonial and 
post-modernist culture, its principles can be applied to the manner in which students present 
themselves and their culture through writing, particularly in a diverse classroom. Writing gives 
students the opportunity to perform their cultural background to others in art form. This 
performance of the self may challenge some of the expectations we have about what students 
know and how they learn. Below, I would like to examine the ways in which my some of my 
participants presented their cultural and experiential knowledge through their poems and 
narratives.  
The first student whose poem I want to share is Minar. In conversations we had in my 




English is not his first language. He had come from Bangladesh at the age of fourteen. During 
conferences, before he read the poem I am sharing below, he said, “I never wrote any poem 
before. This is my first poem, so I don’t know if it’s a good poem or not.” His poem, “Things I 
Want to Say,” deals with the Bangladesh Liberation War and the way it affected his people. In 
spite of the insecurity he expressed, in his poem, Minar presents himself as a sensitive writer, 
capable of conveying a difficult historical reality in simple and elegant language while uplifting 
the humanity of his people: 
We have a lot of history 
Some are heavy, 
Some are corrupt. 
 
A lot of blood has streamed 
Women had been raped 
Also, kids got slaughtered 
Families were destroyed 
Our poets were murdered 
 
But we have never lost faith 
We fought until the last drop of our blood 
At the end of the day, we have earned our right to our freedom 
 
Minar’s poem starts with a sense of unity. With the word “we,” Minar makes his poem 
both personal and political, including himself in the common history of his people, even though 
he did not personally witness these events. Although the first stanza foreshadows the dark events 
that Minar deals with in this poem, it also acknowledges the richness of Bengali history, 
including its dark passages. I would like to clarify that when Minar uses the word “some” in this 
first stanza, he is referring to different times in the history of his country. 
The second stanza takes us to witness acts of horror committed against innocent people 
during the Liberation War. The first line of the second stanza begins with an image of violence, 




Throughout this second stanza, he juxtaposes the vulnerability of innocent people with an image 
of the violent acts that were perpetrated against them. However, Minar does not place 
psychological emphasis on the acts of horror committed against his people, but on the persons 
who suffered, who were at the center of family and cultural life in his country. This reveals 
Minar’s empathy for those who suffered.  
The last stanza takes a turn towards an uplifting and heroic ending. In this last stanza, 
Minar expresses his unity and identification with the martyred heroes of his homeland by 
speaking in the first-person plural, using words such as “we” and “our.” The poem also expresses 
a sense of hope, perseverance, and triumph in the face of fear, injustice, and death, and thereby 
shows Minar’s cultural pride and his personal investment in the history of his country.  
In his poem, Minar bears witness to these events, not because he lived through them but 
because they are part of his heritage. When I asked him how he had learned about this, he 
explained that besides what he remembered from history classes in Bangladesh, he asked his 
parents to tell him more about the Liberation War. His grandfather, who raised him when he 
lived in Bangladesh, was also an important source of knowledge for him. He wrote about this in 
a reflective piece about his own writing: 
My grandfather has a significant part in it about my connection to my culture. When I 
was a kid, he used to tell me about the history of my land. He also mentioned that he was 
during the liberation war, and its impact on his family badly regarding their finance. 
These stories were part of my childhood. Even though that my grandfather already 
passed away I still remember every bit of these stories. These stories of my country teach 
me who I am and make me love my land even though I live far away from my homeland. 
 
Through his poem, Minar positions and presents himself, in Freire’s terms, as a “re-
creator,” a writer who is “with the world” and “with others.” The reality of these events is within 
his consciousness; it is part of his history and identity (Oppressed 56). In other words, he is not 




identity and culture in intimate and familiar ways. In addition, Minar also positions and presents 
himself as a vulnerable observer of the events that led his country to independence. By calling 
Minar a vulnerable observer, I mean to evoke Ruth Behar’s use of the term, which she applied to 
define the role of anthropologists as emotionally involved observers of culture and events. Being 
in the position of a vulnerable observer requires “a keen understanding of what aspects of the self 
are the most important filters through which one perceives the world, and, more particularly, the 
topic being studied” (Behar 13). It is easy to dismiss a student’s expressions of emotional 
vulnerability as stylistic weakness in his/her writing and/or evidence of a lack of academic 
sophistication and objectivity if we focus mainly on how the writing meets or fails to meet 
conventional academic standards. But if we pay close attention and are sensitive to how students 
perform their knowledge, we can focus on how the distinctive features of their language are 
strengths that can serve as departing points for learning. In Minar’s case, for instance, his 
strength lies in his ability to present his knowledge about historical events that have affected his 
life with vulnerability and empathy. Writing that comes from a place of empathy and humanity 
carries more force and can be more compelling than writing that is detached from the writer. 
Similarily, Kyung-soo’s poem, “Korea,” reflects his interest in and knowledge about his 
cultural background. Unlike Minar, Kyun-soo was born and raised in the United States, but 
through his writing, he presents himself as a Korean American with strong ties to his cultural 
heritage. At the time he wrote this poem, Kyung-soo had joined the Army Reserve. The heroic 
tone of his poem reflects his desire to present a romanticized, epical, and nostalgic depiction of 
Korean history. I believe that Kyung-soo’s presentation of the self through this poem reflects his 
military interests, his knowledge, and his attachment to his culture. The poem also reflects 




kind of optimism, according to Thomas Newkirk, is characteristic of college writers and it 
reflects a sense of agency and hope (38). Kyung-soo’s poem, “Korea,” begins with references to 
battle and the resilience of Korean people. Like Minar, Kyung-soo uses the inclusive “we” to 
present himself as part of the history he evokes in his poem: 
Bruised and battered 
We hang on 
Peaks and valleys 
Night always follows dawn 
 
During conferences, Kyun-soo explained how he composed his poem. His explanation 
revealed the optimism and resilience he wanted to convey in his poem. Interestingly, there is a 
discrepancy between the last line, “Night always follows dawn,” and what Kyung-soo meant to 
convey: 
Night refers to a dark period of insecurity and fear. Then, it is followed by dawn, which is 
something that warms your heart. At least for me that’s what it did. Regardless of the 
trials and tribulations, the sun always follows and that is something that is reassuring for 
the Korean people. 
 
Kyung-soo is not an ESL student, so the discrepancy between what he meant to convey 
and how he conveyed it is not related to language limitations. As a writer, Kyung soo was very 
interested in how his poems sounded. He made sure all of them rhymed and had a sense of 
musicality when read. The line “Night always follows dawn” is more lyrically aligned with the 
rest of the stanza than the more accurate line “Night is always followed by dawn” could have 
been. This suggests selective focus on an area of knowledge on the part of the writer while 
composing his poem. In other words, while composing his poem, Kyung-soo focused his efforts 
on an aspect of his performance while he suspended judgment on other aspects. This led to a 
discrepancy between Kyung-soo’s intentions and his performance, an error that Goffman calls an 




contradicts the one fostered by the performer” (52). Unmeant gestures can lead to an audience’s 
misinterpretation of a performance. Instructors, as audiences, can misinterpret a student’s 
performance. However, if we pay attention to how a student uses his/her knowledge to construct 
a performance of self through writing, we may be better able to direct the student’s focus on 
different aspects of his/her writing process. With this in mind, I pointed out to Kyung-soo that 
his line contradicted what he meant to say. However, Kyung-soo was more interested in the 
sound and musicality of his poem than on the expressive coherence of this particular line. At the 
end, he chose to keep the line the way it was, preferring what he perceived as musicality over the 
expression of meaning he intended that particular line to convey. The rest of the poem continues 
with a progressively uplifting and triumphant tone: 
We have overcome the Japanese 
We have thwarted the West 
Independence from our northern brothers 
We have endured time’s test 
 
A different alphabet was created  
A different language we speak 
Different customs and manners 
A difference in what we seek 
 
For in our hearts it is written in blue, red, black, and white 
We are the lighthouse of the seeking sailor sight. 
 
Unlike Minar’s vulnerable presentation, Kyung-soo’s poem presents him as an optimistic 
observer of Korean history. His poem is an anthem to the resilience, strength, and courage of 
Korean people. Through his poem, Kyung-soo presents personal qualities that reflect ethical 
standards and values that are important to him and are grounded in how he views his cultural 
heritage. Thomas Newkirk views the presentation of self that embraces how students perceive 
and assimilate their culture as an expression of “the empowerment that comes from cultural 




students may adopt and which are grounded in culture. Although they lack intellectual 
sophistication and might reflect commonly held cultural myths and assumptions, cultural 
commonplaces, according to Newkirk, should be regarded “as empowering, self-verifying 
myths” that allow a student to express “his belief in a code of conduct that has paid off 
handsomely, a belief become fact” (45-46). For a writer with transnational cultural ties, like 
Kyung-soo, these cultural commonplaces are drawn from a greater extent of cultural practices. 
Like Minar and Kyung-soo, Ayaan is also a student with strong transnational cultural 
ties, which are evident in his writing. Ayaan wrote a narrative about a personal encounter with 
the supernatural during a trip to his native Guyana. When I read his narrative, I noticed that even 
though the narrative was meant to focus on the supernatural and Ayaan wrote with subtlety and 
conviction, what stood out to me was his perspective as a narrator standing at the borderline of 
two cultures. At the beginning of his narrative, he describes his initial impressions during his 
return to a place he had not seen since childhood: 
It was a gloomy dark afternoon when the plane touched down in Georgetown Guyana. 
The rain had been falling the entire week and the trees that surround the airport were 
drenched in water. When you walked out the airplane, you could smell the crisp air as it 
grazed the tip of your nose. All around the airport, you could see puddles of water from 
the rain and the clouds getting darker as they move. Driving from the airport to the 
house, you could see all the broken houses and all the garbage that had been left on the 
side of the roads. You could see how worse Guyana had gotten ever since we left. It was a 
ghost town, no one was seen walking on the streets and no one socializing with each 
other. Arriving at my childhood home, it seemed different than the way we left it. It felt 
darker and everything seemed dull like someone had died.  
 
In his description of the town and his home, Ayaan aims to build a gloomy mood to set 
the ground for a ghost story. However, his description also evokes a nostalgic view of his 
childhood home and a feeling of distance and alienation. He is now a visitor, expecting to find 
what he left and feeling foreign to the town he once called home. During our conferences, Ayaan 




Ayaan’s alienated position when returning home resembles the feelings of Dr. Aadam 
Aziz upon his return to India in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, a novel we read in  
class that semester. At the beginning of the novel, the main character, Saleem, tells of his 
grandfather’s sense of disappointment and alienation when he returned home as a young man 
after attending medical school in Germany:  
To reveal the secret of my grandfather’s altered vision: he had spent five years, five 
springs, away from home…. Now, returning, he saw through travelled eyes. Instead of 
the beauty of the tiny valley circled by giant teeth, he noticed the narrowness, the 
proximity if the horizon; and felt sad, to be at home and feel so utterly enclosed. (11) 
 
Like Dr. Aziz, Ayaan seemed to have seen his town upon his return through “travelled eyes.” 
What Ayaan’s narrative presents here, as Rushdie’s description of Dr. Aziz’s feelings does, is a 
moment of transformation in his cultural knowledge—a transformation brought about by 
fragmentation. In other words, through his narrative, Ayaan presents a temporarily fragmented 
self, “pulling from past and present” (qtd. in Bhabha) in a process of reinvention that Victor 
Turner calls “liminality.” Liminality, according to Turner, is a transitional phase in which the 
order of culture is disrupted and where individuals in a society stand at a cultural threshold that 
“is no longer the positive past condition nor yet the positive articulated future condition” (41). 
Liminality allows for reinvention, innovation, as well as “cultural transformation, discontent with 
the way things are culturally, and social criticism” (45).  
The discontent and alienation Ayaan projects in his narrative are characteristic of 
liminality: “Liminality may be…the breakdown without compensatory replacement of 
normative, well-defined social ties and bonds. It may be anomie, alienation, angst, the three fatal 
alpha sisters of many modern myths” (Turner 46). For Ayaan, in his narrative, the liminal phase 
is brought about by the sense of alienation he feels in a disappointing re-encounter with his town 




Nevertheless, liminality does not imply a complete departure from and negation of 
culture, but a necessary fragmentation that brings about reinvention, creativity, innovation, and 
new ways of seeing the world. In other parts of his narrative, Ayaan embraces parts of his 
cultural heritage that are connected to family, community, and storytelling: 
We would normally spend our days under the “bottom house,” which is what we call an 
open area of the first floor. On rainy nights, me, my brother and our six cousins…would 
tell ghost stories to try to scare each other…. I didn’t believe any of those stories that 
were told until the night I witnessed it all…. That night, before we went to bed, our 
grandfather was telling us this story about a lady that died and would come back to clean 
whenever it stopped raining…. Grandpa was an old man in his mid-seventies. His head 
was covered in all white, like snow after a foot has fallen…. When he was telling the 
story to us we all gathered in a circle and listened as he told us the story behind the 
house we grew up in…. Grandpa didn’t seem spooked or scared, he told it as a story and 
not as a story we should be frightened about…hearing what he was saying was giving me 
the chills. 
 
By telling his story, Ayaan becomes a storyteller, like his grandfather. By telling a ghost 
story as if it were a normal occurrence, like his grandfather did, Aayan embraces a cultural 
tradition of magic realism, which reflects the way myths and fables are told in different cultures, 
and which was embraced by Rushdie in Midnight’s Children. Thus, by telling a narrative of 
supernatural occurrences, Aayan bridges a gap between his cultural background and his current 
student self. 
While Minar, Kyung-soo, and Ayaan presented their cultural backgrounds through their 
writing, other participants presented knowledge they acquired through some of their distinctive 
experiences and interests. Their writing revealed how they engaged with the world in ways that 
are meaningful to them. It also revealed how they positioned themselves and their identities 
within their experiences. Rishabh, Faisal, and their performance group decided to write stories 
about their experiences exploring abandoned and forgotten places. However, while some 




initial topic of choice. In their stories, they located themselves at the center of their experiences, 
presenting themselves as experts and explorers and showing their interest in urban history and 
architecture. 
Prior to reading Rishabh and Faisal’s narratives, I had little knowledge about urban 
exploration as a formal practice. Urban exploration, as its name suggests, involves exploring 
urban spaces through “voyages of discovery and the construction of geographical knowledge” 
(Pinder 388). Urban exploration has attracted the attention of artists and academics, who have 
sought to use it as a means to engage in “practices of studying, representing, and telling stories 
about cities” and to explore new “ways of sensing, feeling and experiencing their spaces 
differently” (Pinder 386). Although at the time they wrote their narratives Rishabh and Faisal 
lacked formal academic experience in urban exploration, their interests and experiences as well 
as the representations of those experiences and of themselves through writing positioned them as 
urban storytellers. In other words, writing about their interests and experiences with urban 
exploration allowed Rishabh and Faisal to enter, albeit unknowingly, into an already existing 
academic and intellectual space that fosters “attention to mood, ambiance, and the possibilities of 
the urban” (Pinder 390). 
Faisal and Rishabh’s narratives are based on their real-life explorations of abandoned 
urban spaces. In his narrative, Rishabh leads his friend through an exploration of the Willard 
Asylum, a former psychiatric institution now abandoned to time and decay. Through his 
narrative, Rishabh presents himself as an urban explorer and a storyteller with both experiential 
and academic knowledge of the urban space he explores with his friend: 
Little did he know, was that I did a little research prior to the exploring. My findings 
were shocking. Turns out that The Willard Asylum, was built towards the end of the 19th 
century…at the time there was little understanding of mental illness. In my mind I was 




Unfortunately there were deaths because most of the residents had nowhere else to go, 
and since diseases like tuberculosis and typhoid were still knocking about, half of the 
patients who arrived never left…. 
 
This particular assignment did not require a research component. Rishabh decided to 
include some information he researched into his story, which gives it a broader context. As a 
storyteller, Rishabh debates the idea of whether to reveal this information to Ty, inviting the 
reader into a secret he is keeping from his friend. His language here slightly fluctuates between 
that of a researcher and a storyteller, which represents his intention to present himself as an 
explorer with experiences grounded in research and a narrator presenting a story of curiosity and 
adventure. 
In other parts of the story, Rishabh presents himself as a mischievous risk-taker, a 
trickster who partially deceived Ty into accompanying him on a risky urban exploration his 
friend felt ambivalent about: 
“Bro lets go” I said as I tugged on Tyrique’s Jacket. “NO! fuck you and fuck this place” 
he replied. It was funny because he still followed me. As I opened the door, a loud creek 
can be heard. I can’t even lie, I was so scared. Not of seeing a ghost or being attacked by 
a homeless person, I was scared of being caught by security. 
 
In this passage, Rishabh attempts to convey his multisensory immersion into an experience that 
has aroused his curiosity and intellectual interest. Beyond the thrill of trespassing an eerie and 
forbidden place, through his narrative, Rishabh presents himself as a writer who is interested in 
investigation and pays attention to the emotional nature of experience, which are important 
qualities for meaningful engagement in the writing process. In “The Novice as Expert: Writing 
the Freshman Year,” Sommers and Saltz discuss the importance of facilitating opportunities for 
students to engage in writing that invites them to explore and share their experiences and write 




What characterizes the experience of freshmen who discover the can “get and give” 
something in their writing? Looking closely at the ways in which freshmen describe  
their best writing experiences, we see the crucial role faculty play in designing and 
orchestrating these experiences, whether by creating interesting assignments, mentoring 
through feedback, or simply moving aside and giving students freedom to discover what 
matters to them. The paradigm shift is more likely to occur when faculty treat freshmen 
as apprentice scholars, giving them real intellectual tasks that allow students to bring their 
interests to the course. (140) 
 
The possibility of writing about an experience that was important to him allowed Rishabh the 
freedom to be creative and to engage with his own writing with commitment and in a meaningful 
way.  
Faisal’s narrative also deals with the exploration of abandoned urban spaces. Although he 
struggled with writing and his narrative was simple, he presented himself as a storyteller eager to 
invite his readers into his story: 
I am currently 18 years old, and the story I am going to tell you takes place 5 years ago, 
when I had lived next to an abandoned hospital. I never knew why the city never made an 
effort to fix it up and sell it. I used to walk past the hospital every day when I used to walk 
home from school and sometimes I saw people sneaking into the place at night. That’s 
when the place had grabbed my attention. I wonder what was in there that so many kids 
were sneaking in there at night. 
 
The beginning of Faisal’s narrative serves a number of purposes in his presentation of his 
knowledge. The words “the story I am going to tell you” serve not just an announcement of his 
intentions, but a direct communication with his readers and an assumption that they are willing to 
listen to his story. There is a sense of agency in announcing “I am going to tell you a story,” a 
recognition and acknowledgment that readers “want a good story…something that will fascinate 
them, then pull them in and keep them turning the pages” (King 160). In making this 
announcement, Faisal manifests his belief that he has an experience to share and a narrative 
compelling enough to satisfy the readers he addresses directly. He also manifests curiosity and 




writing about these interests and concerns, Faisal positions himself as an urban explorer 
interested in “ways of sensing, feeling and experiencing [these] spaces differently, and with 
contesting ‘proper’ orders of space to allow something ‘other’ to emerge” (Pinder 386-387). One 
might contend that Faisal does not exercise agency in effecting changes to this particular urban 
space. However, at the time his exploration occurred, he was a child. Thus, his expectations for 
change included the action of adults and authority figures. I would like to say that by writing his 
narrative, as a young adult, he has reimagined and recreated the space, adding to its history the 
story of his own explorations. 
A Performance of Vulnerability: Presenting the Private Self Through Writing 
“Life is not what one lived, but what one remembers and  
how one remembers it to recount it” – Gabriel García Márquez 
I am always surprised when I encounter writing in which students reveal private aspects 
of their lives that I would have never imagined they would want to share with their instructor. As 
Thomas Newkirk explains, “When students are invited to write about ‘significant’ events in their 
lives, writing teachers read about the full range of trauma—divorce, child abuse, eating disorders 
and other addictions, dysfunctional families, loneliness, deep unhappiness” (19). Interestingly, in 
the semester I collected data for this study, three of the students who wrote about private topics 
were male. All of them agreed to participate in the study. The rest of the students who wrote 
about private topics were female and they declined to participate because they wanted to share 
their very personal stories with me only. For this reason, the student writing I present in this 
section are the poems and narratives of the three male students mentioned above. This is also 
why I gave my students the option to perform any poem of their choice or one story per group, so 




performances of their writing. I must clarify that while the students in both classes were 
encouraged to write about themselves and their experiences, the writing assignments were open 
and did not require them to write about topics they considered confidential. 
Writing about personal issues can have a cathartic and validating effect. It offers 
alternative ways of dealing with difficult experiences. According to Newkirk, “writing may have 
healing power because it…is an artifact, a construction, a relative stable representation of 
experience” (19). Writing allows students to construct a presentation of the self that Goffman 
calls a “front” and which he defines as a “part of the individual’s performance which regularly 
functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe the 
performance” (22). Because the writer “defines the situation,” writing about a personal 
experience, particularly a difficult one, may give him/her a sense of agency through the 
possibility of reconstructing a difficult experience in a way that is stable and in the manner in 
which he/she wants to present it to others and to him/herself.  
One concern that we may have as instructors is related to our own performance in 
response to the private writing students share with us. We might feel compelled to advise or to 
“do something” about the information students share with us through their writing. However, 
unless students’ writing reveals information that might represent a threat to them or to others, we 
do not need to take action. Our students’ private stories are not calling on us to provide advice, 
but to listen with empathy and to pay attention to the ways in which students make sense of their 
experiences through writing. Thomas Newkirk acknowledges this concern as an issue related to a 
misinterpretation of students’ intentions when they write about private topics: 
[A] criticism of ‘allowing’ this type of writing is that it forces us to assume a role of 
therapist. Underlying this criticism is one questionable assumption—that when students 
write on these topics, they want us to assume a counseling role. In most cases, this 




these writing situations can be therapeutic precisely because we don’t act as therapists. If 
the first response is ‘I can’t respond to this as a piece of writing because it is so personal. 
Have you thought about talking to a counselor?’ we are denying the student the ‘normal’ 
role of writer. The experience is stigmatized, it is represented to the student as outside the 
bounds of normal classroom discourse. (19) 
 
Giving students a safe space to perform their private experiences through writing can allow them 
to make sense of those experiences as well as make a meaningful connection to the writing 
process. Below, I discuss the ways in which my participants represented difficult experiences 
through their writing. 
Two of my students, Minar and Kumar, wrote about the passing of someone they loved. 
Writing about death can be difficult because it evokes the trauma of loss and grief. However, 
writing can also be cathartic, allowing us a safe space to feel and to relieve the memory of those 
we have lost. For Minar, the memory of his grandfather and his loss came through as a poem.  
During our conference, Minar told me that a few years ago, when he was still a child 
back home in Bangladesh, his grandfather passed away. On a rainy day, Minar had been playing 
outside with friends near his house when he heard a commotion of voices and his grandmother’s 
cries. A sense of sadness suspended his game and thrust him into the uncertainty of a nightmare: 
His grandfather had died suddenly. Unbeknownst to him at the moment, this event would change 
the course of his life, separating him from those who had raised him and the places where he 
weaved the stories of his childhood. His grandfather’s passing meant Minar had to leave his 
home in Bangladesh and migrate to the United States to live with his parents. In his poem, Minar 
revived the memory of his grandfather and what his love and care meant to him as a little boy.  
My Grandpa 
 
It was a rainy day when he left us 
I felt like the whole world was not real 





With his dark eyes and kind smile 
My grandpa 
He loved me more than my parents 
My grandpa 
He used to make me laugh when I was sad 
My grandpa 
I thought you would never leave us 
But I was wrong 
 
Although Minar’s poem lacks the sophistication that comes with practice and dedicated 
engagement to craft, the simple and short lines of his poem convey his grief and longing for the 
affection of someone who took care of him as a child and loved him unconditionally. 
In writing about this difficult experience, Minar is trying to evoke a memory, make sense 
of his grief, and relieve the experience in a way that allows him to reconstruct and redefine it. 
Richard Schechner calls this reconstruction of a past event “restored behavior.” Restoration of 
behavior occurs through “art, ritual, and the other performative genres” (“Restoration” 52). 
According to Schechner, restored behavior allows us to reassemble and reinvent our experiences: 
“Restored behavior offers to both individuals and groups the chance to rebecome what they once 
were—or even, and most often, to rebecome what they never were but wish to have been or wish 
to become (“Restoration” 38). It could also be said that through restored behavior, we question 
and rearrange past events in ways that allow us to honor them or reinvent them in a way we wish 
they had occurred.  
Through his poem, Minar revisits and restores the loss of his grandfather in order to make 
sense of this painful event. At the beginning of the poem, Minar sets the mood with an image of 
rain and a memory of abandonment connected to it: “It was a rainy day when he left us.” The 
words “he left us” denote intent, as if Minar’s grandfather had chosen to leave. The idea of death 
is incomprehensible and overwhelming, particularly to a child, to whom the passing of a loved 




awareness of experiencing derealization—a feeling he may not have been able to name as a 
child, but that now comes through more concretely to him as a young adult: “I felt like the whole 
world was not real.” In his poem, Minar also recreates the image of his grandfather as someone 
who honored and reciprocated the unconditional love and veneration of his grandchild (“he used 
to mean the world to me”) with a love that Minar now perceives as greater and more nurturing 
than what his parents could offer him in their physical absence: “He loved me more than my 
parents.” His grandfather’s “dark eyes and kind smile” and the way he made him laugh are 
images that do not serve a descriptive purpose, but a way for Minar to evoke and express how he 
internalized his grandfather. Furthermore, the intentional repetition of the words “my grandpa” 
serves as an invocation—a way to re-experience his presence. At the end of his poem, in a very 
poignant and emotional way, Minar recreates the image of his grandfather and addresses him 
directly regarding what he perceived as abandonment: “I thought you would never leave us / But 
I was wrong.” The performance of this difficult event through writing allows Minar to deal with 
an unresolved feeling of abandonment by recreating the presence of his grandfather, trespassing 
the boundaries of mortality in order to show him the disappointment and grief caused by his 
death. 
Like Minar, Kumar wrote about the loss of someone he loved. Through his narrative, he 
evokes the last memory of a close high school friend, who died tragically in a car accident. 
Kumar also expresses the feelings of regret he had over their last conversation: 
It was a Wednesday night, the night before he passed away. I got a text from my friend 
saying that there was a party being held Thursday night and he wanted me to tag along. 
I’m not much of a party guy and I already knew how my parents would react if I had 
asked to go out to a party on a school night…. I got tired of going back and forth with 
him arguing about not attending the party and so I hung up. Not knowing that it was the 
last call I was having with my friend, I continued my night watching a movie until I got 





In this restoration of a difficult experience through narrative, Kumar focuses on himself, 
expressing regret for what he did or failed to do: “I regretted yelling and hanging up on him.” As 
a way to cope with overwhelming grief, his mind offers an alternative restoration of behavior, 
one in which he could have played a role in derailing the events that led to his friend’s death: 
“Instead, I should’ve been the one trying to convince to not going. I blamed myself and I was in 
complete distress.” The death of a close friend in Kumar’s teenage years represented the 
breaking of a bond that was important in his life. In his desire for having been able to change the 
circumstances leading up to this unfortunate event, in his narrative, Kumar imagines having had 
a choice. According to Schechner, “restored behavior involves choices…[it] can be put on the 
way a mask or costume is. Its shape can be seen from the outside, and changed” (“Restoration” 
37). Separating himself from the original behavior and imagining the possibility of having had 
the ability to “manipulate” and “transform” the events surrounding his friend’s death may have 
given Kumar a sense of temporary control over the guilt he felt. It may have also allowed him 
some emotional “abreaction” (36). It may have also been a way for him to explain the 
unexplainable and imagine a different scenario where he would not end up with a sense of 
longing and a desire for closure. 
Kumar ends his narrative reflectively, alluding to his acceptance of the realty of death, 
personal change, and a different outlook on life and relationships (I changed Kumar’s friend’s 
name to respect his privacy): 
Attending his funeral was hard for me but seeing him, I had to accept reality. He 
would’ve wanted me to be strong and continue to follow my dreams in life. After some 
time from Kyle’s passing, my life was completely changed. Death cannot be undone, but 
from it I’ve learned…not to live life holding a grudge or anger for someone. Before 
Kyle’s passing, I was angry and annoyed with him. Now, I regret it all. As well as 
choosing what you say to people because you don’t know if that conversation with 
someone might be your last. I was harsh on Kyle because he pissed me off. But no matter 




last time talking to them. Also strive to live a life where you will always be missed and 
remembered. When Kyle passed away, at the funeral there were so many people that 
attended and you could see the sadness in everyone for they lost such a good person. 
 
At this point in his narrative, Kumar offers a presentation of a self that has gone through a 
process of change and self-actualization after experiencing the loss of his friend. Although the 
post-traumatic changes that occur to a person who has experienced the death of a loved one are 
not linear and may transpire over an extended period of time, the process of telling a story offers 
the writer the possibility of selecting and reinventing parts of the past and projecting them 
“backwards into the past” in order to “think of the future in such a way as to create a past” 
(“Restoration” 39). The personal narrative can also be cathartic for someone who has 
experienced loss because through narrative, “[t]he writer emerges (or appears to emerge—or 
construct an image of the self that emerges) from the essay as a more admirable, more self-
aware, often more moral person” (Newkirk 22). Unless a performance of transformation is 
enforced or expected by the teacher (in which case, a student may not offer an authentic 
representation of the self, but one that would merely serve as an attempt to satisfy the instructor), 
it can help the writer make sense of a difficult experience through restoration and reinvention of 
the self and of traumatic circumstances. 
Jaydev, the third student in the group who wrote about private topics, wrote a narrative 
about his origins. His narrative presents a reconstruction of childhood memories scattered across 
different regions, countries, and cultures. At the age of five, Jaydev, an Italian boy with Indian 
ancestry, was given up for adoption by his grandfather. With no memory of his biological 
parents and forced to face a devastating and abrupt separation from his grandfather, Jaydev was 





I was five years old when I was transferred from a family to another. There are some 
memories from my childhood that remained trigged in my mind forever. “Nonno, dove 
stiamo andando?” I asked my grandfather very happily, thinking I was going on a long 
trip…when we arrived at our destination, which I later found out it was an airport, 
everything started to break apart. A stranger had hold my hand and she was taking me 
away from my loved grandpa. I remember seeing him behind a barrier watching me 
while she was taking me away. I remember crying laying on the ground asking for my 
“nonno.” I still have that picture of him in my mind. That old face with tears in his eyes. I 
can still view that image of my grandpa for the last time I saw him…my grandfather was 
the only one I had in my biological family. I do not remember seeing my mother and dad 
that gave birth to me. 
 
The strips of memory that emerge in Jaydev’s attempt to reconstruct a traumatic event 
that changed his childhood and his life represent the memories of his sensory perceptions as a 
five-year-old child: The innocent assumption his grandfather was taking him on a trip, “Nonno, 
dove stiamo andando?” sets the ground for an unpredictable and sudden turn of events. The 
frightening realization that a stranger was abruptly and unexplainably taking him away from his 
grandfather, “A stranger had hold my hand and she was taking me away from my loved 
grandpa,” represents a traumatic and transformative moment that Jaydev could not comprehend 
at the age of five. The emotional pain he experienced as a child expressed through his tears and 
his final act of resistance in the face of an emotionally violent act are expressed in the lines “I 
remember crying laying on the ground asking for my ‘nonno’.” Jaydev saw his pain mirrored and 
reciprocated in the last memory of his grandfather: “I still have that picture of him in my mind. 
That old face with tears in his eyes.”  
Because the strips of behavior Jaydev recollects allow him access to his perceptions and 
not the feelings and thoughts of the people who played a role in the life-altering event he 
recreates through his narrative, his reconstruction of the events includes his current personal 
reflections as well as actualized information that allows him to understand what happened:  
My life changed completely. The only happy moments were when I was talking to my 




was seven years old, my grandfather died but nobody told me until I was older. It turns 
out he was very ill with respiratory and heart problems. This was the reason he gave me 
away. He created my future, which my biological parents could not.  
 
Learning that his grandfather’s terminal illness was the reason he was given up for adoption gave 
Jaydev a sense of closure and a desire to revisit and restore his memories from a different 
standpoint. In his introductory paragraph, he wrote, “When I was young, I did not have the 
ability to identify my experience and express my feelings.” At the end of his narrative, Jaydev 
concludes with some thoughts on how writing a personal narrative about a traumatic event in his 
childhood had a cathartic effect on him: “My experience is not unique, but it is important. I never 
talked or wrote about my struggles in being adopted because there are so many emotions 
connected with it. Writing this narrative helped me take out my emotions concerning my 
adoption and I believe it was the best way.” During our conferences, Jaydev had expressed his 
desire to write about how he felt and how he dealt with this difficult experience. According to 
Schechner,  
[r]estored behavior is living behavior treated as a film director treats a strip of film. These 
strips of behavior can be rearranged or reconstructed; they are independent of the causal 
systems (social, psychological, technological) that brought them into existence. They 
have a life of their own. The original ‘truth’ or ‘source’ of the behavior may be lost, 
ignored, or contradicted—even while this truth or source is apparently being honored and 
observed. (“Restoration” 34).  
 
Childhood memories may be lost or incomplete; however, in reconstructing his story through 
narrative, Jaydev incorporates the reflexive thoughts of a young adult. This may have had a 
healing effect on trauma and the inability of a young child’s mind to cope with traumatic events. 
A Performance Impacted by Fear:  
Defensive and Protective Practices in Writing for Others 
 
Erving Goffman argues that “when an individual appears in the presence of others, there 




to others which is in his interest to convey” (4). In the performance of self through writing, this 
implies that when writing for others, writers must pay attention to the way their writing is 
conveyed to an audience and to the impact their writing can have upon their readers. Conversely, 
an audience’s reactions to a writer’s work can impact the writer in different ways, not all of them 
positive. Fear of an anticipated negative audience reaction can impact the way in which a writer 
composes and presents his/her work. According to Goffman, “Given the fact that the individual 
effectively projects a definition of the situation when he enters the presence of others, we can 
assume that events may occur within the interaction which contradict, discredit, or otherwise 
throw doubt upon his projection” (12). Writers may view this as something to be expected when 
writing for others—they may even view it as a challenge that calls for reflection and revision. 
However, for some writers, such events or the anticipation of such events can create enough 
distress for them to employ “defensive practices” that allow them to protect the self from 
anticipated discredit or embarrassment (Goffman 13). This was the case of Abigail, the only 
adult student in the group, whose writing was negatively impacted by her fear of audience 
rejection. 
Abigail’s poems were very personal. They dealt with topics deeply connected to her 
experiences. Her reading during conferences brought to life the heartbreak of failed relationships, 
the elation of falling in love, and the selfless and protective nature of motherhood. Throughout 
her reading, Abigail would sometimes pause to comment on what inspired her poems, the 
decisions she made on how she wanted to write them, and how connected they were to her 
feelings and experiences. The first poem she shared during conferences was one she wrote about 
a failed relationship that greatly impacted her life: 
Move on I don’t love you, I don’t hate you, Because I still like you. I can’t face you 




You apologized several times, However, I never looked back. I live on the hopes that you 
never existed Because I just need to be happy. I’m annoyed because you played with my 
heart; and hurt because I thought we would die lovers. I just didn’t want to accept your 
wrongs. No wander people say love is blind, because your lies made me believe, we were 
meant for each other. Look at me now, and look clearly into my eyes, and see how they 
are faded, and listen to my heart crying. It cries out in pain every day; this feeling makes 
me hateful, like am covered in hot flames. All that remains are ashes, I expected you to be 
different, However, you’re like all the others. Thought our love was real, What a game! 
All I did was love you, you threw my love away, that’s why my heart darkened. My days 
are nights. And my skies became grey, will my days come back? Will these dark days go 
away? Or will they haunt me for all my days? And take away even the little happiness 
that is left.NO! I am too strong. Way too strong to be stuck in your mess. I am too strong 
not to move on. I forgot the past, Move on. I don’t love you anymore, Move on. Our 
candle of love burnt out, Move on. Don’t hurt yourself anymore, Move on. Move on, 
Move on.  
 
As written above, Abigail’s poem may not reflect what we could classify as good writing 
or an aesthetically pleasing poem. As Newkirk says, not all “sincere expressions of emotion [are] 
good writing” (34). However, her poem represents a genuine expression of her feelings and a 
point of departure in the process of writing to learn. Perhaps her poem, which reads as the 
product of a stream of consciousness freewriting exercise, may have had a cathartic effect on her. 
During our conference, she explained: “When I wrote this, I went back to that time in my life. 
Everything started to resurface. I was a wreck. As soon as I put the pen down, it just started 
flowing.”  
Abigail was aware of the fact that her poems reflected her lack of experience in writing in 
this particular genre. During our conference, before she read her poem, she explained, “Poetry 
doesn’t come naturally to me, so I have to dig really hard.” Her words reflect her belief that one 
requires a special natural talent to be able to write poetry, one that she believes she does not 
have. They also reflect her perception that poetry must reflect depth of thought and/or emotion—




natural talent may have contributed to her fear of an audience that included her classmates and 
instructors. 
At one point, her reading slowed down. She frowned as she lifted her eyes from the page. 
“This is so long! These people are gonna get depressed! I better cut this down. Also, they are 
younger, so I’m not sure they could relate to this,” she said. 
“Well, heartbreak can happen to young people too. I’m sure they will be able to relate to 
your poem.” 
“Well, I had never taken a class with so many youngsters, so I feel like I would read this 
to them and they’re gonna wonder why I’m reading this if they don’t get it. I’m gonna have to 
trim it off,” she replied. 
I’m not sure that my reply, although well-meaning, offered Abigail any reassurance. This 
was the second time during the conference she expressed that the age difference between her and 
her classmates meant they would not be able to connect to her writing. Because she was so 
emotionally invested in her writing, her fear the audience would find it boring and unrelatable 
made her shorten her poems both before and after the conference. I suspect Abigail’s anxiety 
over sharing her poems with her classmates may have prompted her to be late to her conference, 
where she waited patiently for others to finish and leave before she shared her writing with me 
only. It also influenced her decision regarding how many poems she would share during her final 
performance. In fact, she only shared one: the shortest. 
At the time, I thought Abigail would easily be able to overcome her apprehensions if she 
had the opportunity to interact more with other students. I suppose I was evaluating the issue 
from my perspective as an instructor. I had gotten to know my students and regarded them as 




writing with them. Later on, while reading my observations and notes, it occurred to me that 
perhaps Abigail felt that the gap between her experiences and those of her classmates was 
insurmountable. This may have contributed to her sense of isolation from her classmates and her 
fear that her writing would not be safe with her audience. “The unsafe reader makes us feel that 
we don’t count or that our words are irrelevant,” writes Peter Elbow in his book, Writing With 
Power. Audiences, Elbow says,  
are the source of the attention we need if we are to be social animals at all but they are 
also the source of danger. By paying attention to us, they can help us to find more to say, 
but that very same attention holds out the possibility that they’ll find our words wrong, 
dumb, boring, or laughable. (185) 
 
This possibility was so threatening to Abigail that it determined the length of her poems and 
hindered her participation in group conferences, which could have been valuable for her in 
establishing connections with other students. 
Abigail’s perceptions of her audience were based on her personal fears rather than a 
grounded assessment of her classmates’ personalities and attitudes. Fear of writing for an 
audience that we perceive as dangerous, “even when they are supporting and caring,” according 
to Peter Elbow, indicates that we might be responding to an imagined dangerous audience that 
represents a projection of negative past experiences we may have had with real dangerous 
audiences (Power 187). Although this might be the case and many of us have had negative 
experiences in and out of the classroom that may have affected our audience perceptions, this 
may not fully explain Abigail’s experience. 
From the beginning of the semester, I noticed that Abigail kept to herself most of the 
time. Although she never refused to work with others and her interactions with her classmates 
appeared amicable and productive, if given the choice, she preferred to work by herself. Beyond 




herself and her classmates affected her position in the classroom and her ability to make a 
connection with her peers. I thought that Elbow’s suggestion to ignore the audience or to focus 
on freewriting as a way to liberate ourselves from our fears of a dangerous audience would 
probably not work for Abigail. The performance nature of our conference interactions would not 
allow her to ignore her audience, which she perhaps dealt with temporarily by avoiding reading 
her draft in front of her peers altogether during conferences. In addition, a final performance of 
her writing was a requirement for the completion of her assignment. Therefore, facing her 
audience and her fears was unavoidable. 
Besides Abigail, there were other students, mentioned earlier, whose apprehensions 
towards sharing their writing with a broader audience prevented them from participating in this 
study. The group consisted of four female students who worked diligently together as a writing 
group. They wrote personal narratives that they shared among themselves and with me and the 
supplemental instructor. They spoke to me about their desire to keep their narratives private. In 
order to produce a group narrative for class performance at the end of the semester, they came up 
with the idea of writing a separate narrative together, inspired by their individual stories, but 
fictionalized in a way that they believed protected the private nature of their writing. It can be 
said that these students worked with a selective audience, one that they perceived would 
appreciate and honor their writing. Schechner calls this type of supportive audience an “integral 
audience,” which is an audience that may be selected by the performers and that consists of 
“people who know each other, are involved with each other, support each other” (Performance 
220). An integral audience can also consist of people who have a responsibility to attend the 
performance, like “the relatives of a bride and groom at a wedding” (Performance 220), or in our 




protect their writing from an audience they did not trust was not related to the fear of discredit, 
doubt, or embarrassment Goffman mentions, but to their desire to share their writing with an 
audience they believed would care about their writing. They exercised agency in choosing who 
they wanted to share their work with as well as in being able to negotiate ways to complete their 
assignments thoroughly and satisfactorily without compromising their position. 
Concluding Remarks 
Because through their writing my participants shared personal experiences that were 
important to them, it mattered to them how their poems and narratives were conveyed to their 
readers. They found inspiration in their own lived experiences and committed themselves, as 
writers to do justice to these experiences in how they were materialized and represented in 
writing. As writers, they drew on the resources that were immediately available to them, which 
were their own experiences, or as Louis Rosenblatt explains, their “individual linguistic capital” 
(“Writing and Reading” 7). According to Rosenblatt: 
the residue of past experiences of language, spoken and written, in life situations provides 
the material from which the text is constructed…[t]he writer facing a blank page may 
start with only an organismic state, vague feelings and ideas, which may require further 
definition before symbolic configuration—a physical text—can be arrived at. (“Writing 
and Reading” 8) 
 
When confronted with the blank, the students drew upon their memories and experiences to 
compose their texts. Furthermore, since writing is, as Rosenblatt reminds us, “always an event in 
time occurring at a particular moment in the writer’s biography, in particular circumstances, 
under particular pressures,” and “the writer’s always transacting with a personal, social, and 
cultural environment” (“Writing and Reading” 8), I would like to say my students’ poems and 
narratives were not just the retelling of lived experiences. Those experiences were situated within 




CHAPTER V: PERFORMING WRITING 
Part I: A Rehearsal of Writing: The Small Group Conference 
In this section, through the lens of performance theory, I examine the writing conferences 
I had with my participants as rehearsals. Since their writing was meant to be performed, I 
encouraged my students to read aloud to their peers in small group conferences in my office. 
According to Richard Schechner, the “reworking” of a work of art implies that “one must fold 
each work back in on itself, comparing its completed state to the process of inventing it, to its 
own internal procedures during that time when it was not yet ready for showing” (Performance 
204). In general, what initiates this “reworking” process in a freshman composition classroom is 
the moment students receive feedback on their drafts. Years ago, when the main way I gave 
feedback to my students was by writing marginal notes on their papers, I realized that by doing 
so, I was the one doing the analytical and comparative work I wanted them to do when revising 
their writing. Donald Murray, who has been greatly influential in my writing pedagogy, explains 
that “it is vital for the writer to learn how to read a draft and evaluate it…. It is the responsibility 
of the student to write and to make the first evaluation of his or her experiment in meaning” 
(Writer 148). Through this evaluation, students may be able to “fold [their] work back in on 
itself” during conferences which is fundamental in laying a foundation for students to take a 
more active role in their own writing process.  
The writing conference as a rehearsal allows students to act as performers do during a 
rehearsal of their work—involved and engaged in the reworking of their own writing. Schechner 
explains that this phase of “reworking” a work is common in all arts; however, “only 
performance requires it to be public, that is, acted out among the performers as rehearsal” 




and ideas, writers become the audience and part of a collaborative group, hearing their writing 
performed in their own voices. It helps them detach from their writing, so they can become 
critics of their own work. Of course, writers are the first readers of the texts they produce. 
Reading their own texts allows writers to gain some distance and a sense of how their voice, 
rhythm, and style are coming through in their writing. It allows them to experience it from a 
reader’s perspective. Reading their writing aloud is particularly important for student writers 
because it allows them to hear and feel their words coming to life in their own voices. This 
magnifies their ability to gain perspective and awareness of their own writing. In “Rewrite by 
Ear,” Donald Murray emphasizes the importance of hearing our writing in our own voices: “It is 
my voice that tells me, as much as any other element in writing, what I feel and what I think” 
(196). Here, Murray refers to two important elements of writing: the articulation of emotion, and 
the expression of the intellect. In addition, articulating their own writing and being aware of a 
real audience makes students more conscious of the impact of their writing on others. 
Accustomed to having their writing reviewed and corrected by teachers, many students 
miss out on being active participants in the reworking of their own writing. Reading aloud in 
front of others is an important part of the process of revision. It allows students to gain 
independence from teachers and to rely on themselves and their writing community. Besides 
being able to hear and identify errors in their own writing through performance, students benefit 
from performing their writing in front of their peers because they receive the immediate 
responses and feedback of an audience. Giving students the opportunity to share their writing by 





Performance and the sharing of writing in rehearsals for performance yield even more 
subtle benefits than recognizing errors for inexperienced and reluctant writers. First, by reading 
aloud, students hear their writing in their own voices, which allows them to experience their 
work kinesthetically, which affords them an understanding of their own writing beyond the 
materialization of ideas on a page as written language. The sensory understanding of how writing 
sounds in the ear and feels in the mouth as it is articulated gives writers the opportunity to tap 
into their own experiential understanding of lived language. It also allows the unconscious mind 
to awaken to the sound of the words it produced in the intimate and silent space between thought 
and blank page. In “Revising by Reading Aloud: What the Mouth and Ear Know,” Peter Elbow 
explains that the practice of reading aloud allows a writer to feel the meaning of his/her own 
words: “To read aloud well, the central phenomenological event is to get yourself to feel the 
meaning. This turns out to make your voice do what’s needed for listeners to hear the meaning 
without the help of their eyes” (Vernacular ch. 11). Making meaning on the printed page occurs 
through a process that implies the sensory experience of ideas before they materialize as words 
on the page.  
Although written feedback has its merits, it is important for writers, particularly 
inexperienced ones, to be able to articulate their own writing process and the choices made to 
produce a piece of writing in front of others. Talking about those choices brings them out to the 
surface so that the writer can become conscious of them in a multisensory way. This is 
imperative for inexperienced student writers who may not be aware of all the moves they make 
in composing a draft. When the articulation of a writer’s choices is shared with others, it benefits 
not only the writer who is sharing with an audience of peers, but it may also impact the audience 




writer can give students a point of reference and comparison with someone to whom they can 
relate. It is also important for us as instructors to hear what students have to say about their own 
writing so we can understand their composing process and the intentions behind their choices in 
order to figure out the best ways to provide them individualized guidance. This performance of 
writing is “an act of creative retrospection in which ‘meaning’ is ascribed to the events and parts 
of experience—even if the meaning is that there is no meaning” (Turner 18).  
After reading and even while reading their writing aloud during conferences, many of the 
participants talked about their choices and concerns regarding their writing. In some cases, their 
discussion had a direct impact on their peers while others were impacted by the immediate 
responses of their peers. As Schechner explains, in performance, “participants not only do things, 
they show themselves and others what they are doing or have done; actions take on a reflexive 
and perform-for-an-audience aspect” (Performance 186). Below are some of the ways in which 
my participants revealed their writing processes and concerns and interacted with one another 
during our conferences. 
Difficulties and Transformations 
Some of the students spoke about the difficulty they had in conveying their ideas through 
words. For example, when referring to his poem about Korea, Kyung-soo said, “I wanted to 
create a narrative that did justice to the long, persevering nature of the Korean nation. It was 
difficult to verbalize the struggle of the Korean people.” Some of the students in the conference 
were surprised to hear Kyung-soo had experienced difficulties in writing his poem. They liked 
his use of rhyme, which many of them felt was difficult. They were also impressed by his writing 
abilities and his sense of confidence, particularly when he said, “I did one draft, but I take a 




When hearing this, Abigail said, “I think he is a natural. I would mess it up so badly!” Another 
student said, “Oh wow! That is awesome!” Because Kyung-soo’s explanation of having written 
without the need of going through drafts could have isolated a student like Abigail, who already 
felt isolated from her classmates, his description of having had difficulty was important in 
showing others that even those we may perceive as more capable can struggle like we do.   
Minar also expressed having experienced some difficulties when composing his poems, 
but his difficulties were more related to how his audience would react than with trying to convey 
ideas through words. In fact, he said after sharing one of his poems, “It took me ten minutes to 
write this poem. I don’t think deep enough. I just write,” which indicates that in spite of having 
some insecurities, Minar was able to write without letting overthinking impede the flow of words 
onto the page. He was able to write in spite of being uncertain whether his writing would be 
perceived as being good. Minar had preceded the reading of his poems by saying that he had 
never written a poem before, so he was not sure his poems were any good. Thus, as an 
inexperienced writer, Minar was taking a risk. In her book Writing Begins With the Breath, 
Laraine Herring says, “A person who has never shared work out loud before is taking a huge risk 
simply by offering her words” (18). In spite of this risk, in composing his writing, Minar was 
able to just write without giving in to insecurities or uncertainty. To his surprise, his poems were 
well received and liked by all. In his reflections, he wrote: 
Before reading my poetry aloud in the small group I was very nervous because I was 
scared of how others will think about my poems, I thought nobody is going to like it. But 
when I was done reading my poem aloud, I did get a good response from my instructor 
and classmates 
 
The performance of his writing was a positive and reinforcing experience for Minar. Although 
his writing still required revision, he left the conference with a sense of confidence in his ability 




writing conference is intended to give students a safe space to perform their writing. In 
Schechner’s words, in a performance gathering, “the bottom line is solidarity, not conflict” 
(Performance 189).  
Negotiating Writing Choices 
Both Rishabh and Faisal expressed their desire to write well and in a way that could best 
express their lived experiences through words to readers. Through the conference workshop, they 
negotiated the ways in which their writing made sense to an audience. During conferences, 
Rishabh’s description of his writing process revealed his purpose and intent: 
First, I gave a general description of the time it took place. I gave them a brief 
background of who I am and I let them know who Tarik was. I let readers know I’m the 
more daring friend while he is the more sensible one. I give a description about where I 
wanna take Tarik and how I’m going to do it. Then after that I talk about how we enter 
and what happens. 
 
It was important to Rishabh that the setting and background of his story were clear to his readers. 
It was also important for him to convey who he and his friend Tarik were and the nature of their 
relationship to provide context to his story. The words “I let readers know” reveal that Rishabh 
wrote intently for readers and not just to put his story on paper. His conference group peers liked 
his story. It inspired their interest and curiosity. They wanted to know how long the place had 
been abandoned and what it looked like inside. However, to my surprise, in spite of his audience 
awareness when composing his narrative, Rishabh jokingly dismissed his classmates’ curiosity 
during conferences, explaining that the reason he thought they were asking questions about the 
place was “probably because they wanted to go there.” Although he was their friend and knew 
them better than I did and there probably was a great possibility of them wanting to go, their 




suggestions to disclose to readers a secret he was keeping from his friend with the intent to trick 
him in the story.  
Thomas Newkirk suggests that we play Peter Elbow’s believing game when reading 
student writing, paying attention to “the intended message” (52). However, he also explains that 
this “doesn’t mean that the writing teacher cannot exert a gentle counterpressure, even working 
within the student’s ideology” (52). My suggestions were based on my own aesthetic sense of 
plot and character development. However, I was willing to allow room for Rishabh to discover 
the way in which he could best express his experience and develop his story. Rishabh explained 
that he kept the secret that the place was haunted from his readers until the end of the story 
because he felt that it added to “the reader’s enticed position.” The way he had chosen to present 
his story was not detrimental to his academic performance in this particular assignment. 
However, I found it interesting that he refused to try our suggestions. He seemed determined to 
carry out his story in the manner in which he had imagined it for his readers to the point of 
ignoring the suggestions those same readers were giving him. Going back to Goffman’s concept 
of the presentation of the self, “When an individual appears in the presence of others, there will 
usually be some reason for him to mobilize his activity so that it will convey an impression to 
others which it is in his interest to convey” (4). Perhaps the impression Rishabh was interested in 
conveying through his writing was incongruent with the suggestions we made. It appears as if 
Rishabh wished to present himself as a mischievous and clever character in the story, one who is 
able to trick both his friend and his readers and to conceal information from both. Following his 
readers’ suggestions would have meant going against the presentation of the self he wanted to 
convey. In fact, he wrote in his reflective response, “The audience response doesn’t say anything. 




although Rishabh worked enthusiastically and diligently with his performance group, he 
dismissed the feedback he received from his classmates. 
During conferences, Faisal expressed his doubts and his desire for his writing to be clear 
and look professional. I noticed that Faisal liked to incorporate dialogue in his story but was not 
clear about who the speakers were. 
“I have a question for you guys. How many people are talking?” I asked the group. 
“It’s him and Jeremy?” Rishabh guessed. 
“It was me, Ali, David, and Jeremy,” Faisal clarified. 
“No, but who’s talking?” Rishabh insisted. 
“It’s Ali,” Faisal answered. 
“You’re supposed to say that! You’re supposed to be like ‘Ali said this’ or something!” 
Naadir exclaimed. 
“I didn’t know what to do. I thought I would make it shorter if I just did it like that,” 
Faisal explained. 
I asked Faisal to take out his copy of One Hundred Years of Solitude, which we were 
reading that semester and find a place where Márquez incorporates dialogue. After reading the 
part where Amaranta Buendía relentlessly and without mercy rejects Pietro Crespi’s marriage 
proposal, Faisal asked, “Does it have to be like this?” I realized Faisal perhaps found Márquez’s 
technique very challenging or maybe even uninspiring. I remembered I had a copy of The 
Complete Short Stories of Ernest Hemingway on my bookshelf. I handed it to Faisal and asked 





“What do you think? How does Hemingway signal who’s talking?” I asked after he 
finished reading part of the story. 
“It says ‘George explained,’ ‘George asked them.’ Do you think I can do it like this?” 
Faisal asked. He seemed surprised by the possibility. 
“Of course you can! Give it a try!” I said encouragingly. 
“That’s easy, Bro!” Rishabh said. 
“I think as a writer, I would prefer the dialogue because it looks like the work of a 
professional. Thank you. I was very confused. I didn’t know what to do,” Faisal concluded. 
Through his collaborative interaction with an audience of his peers and instructor, Faisal 
was able to notice that his readers were confused about the way he had constructed his dialogue 
in the narrative. In his reflective response about his writing, Faisal wrote, “Reading aloud to the 
instructor and my group members helped me improve my dialogue and story.” Faisal changed 
the way he handled his characters’ dialogues following Hemingway’s technique. Although his 
efforts were rudimentary, they were an improvement to his initial draft. Readers could now tell 
who was speaking in his story. His characters’ motives and personalities became clearer. 
According to Donald Murray: 
In the writing workshop the student learns…how to make meaning clear. Students are 
always surprised that what they think is fully developed and clear to them is so difficult 
for others to understand…[t]he writer begins to be able to internalize through the 
workshop experience what readers need to know. (Writer 189) 
 
The collaborative interaction between Faisal and his conference group was a first step in that 
direction. Throughout the workshop, Faisal demonstrated “an open attitude to instruction and 
feedback, a willingness to experiment” (Sommers and Saltz 134) that will allow him to learn and 




Furthermore, even though Faisal was an inexperienced writer facing a number of writing 
struggles, through the conference, he was able to negotiate choices that would allow him to 
present himself through his writing in the manner in which he believed professional writers 
present themselves through their work: “I think as a writer, I would prefer the dialogue because it 
looks like the work of a professional.” Faisal was able to imagine himself a writer in spite of his 
struggles. In Goffman’s terms, Faisal was acting in ways that allowed him to “convey an 
impression to others which it [was] in his interest to convey” (4). He wanted to present himself 
as a writer and was willing to perform the work necessary to be able to do so. 
Sharing Emotional Experiences in a Safe Space 
Some of my participants felt that it was important for them to share their private stories 
with their conference groups. For some of them, the conference offered the only chance to 
perform their writing that particular semester. For Kumar and Jaydev, the writing conference 
served as an intimate and close group where they could safely share their experiences. Perhaps 
the fact that students were encouraged to write about their backgrounds and personal experiences 
to share through performance may have paved the way for the writing conference to serve a 
therapeutic or cathartic function for some. A small group of sympathetic peers may have 
provided some students with what Peter Elbow refers to as a positive audience of “live 
supportive readers [who gave them] positive safety” (Writing 198). This type of performance, in 
Schechner’s words, “values immediacy over distance, savoring over judgement” (Performance 
340). 
Kumar and Jaydev wrote stories about grief, loss, and separation that were discussed in 
the previous chapter. Jaydev’s story tells of his difficult and abrupt separation from his 




strangers to him. Jaydev felt that it was important to share his story with others. During 
conferences, he said, “I wanted to write about how I felt, how I was behaving and how it 
changed me.” Words help recontextualize, restore, and reshape difficult stories, according to 
Schechner, allowing us to see their restored shape “from the outside,” like we would with a mask 
(“Restoration” 37). While Jaydev read his story, I noticed that his peers listened intently and 
respectfully and refrained from asking any questions beyond those needed for clarification. 
Jaydev noticed their empathic reaction to his story and wrote about it in his writing reflections: 
“It was awesome to see their reaction to my story. Their feeling and emotions about it.” The 
story Jaydev was sharing with his group was one that called for empathy and human connection 
more than responses to syntax and grammar. In his reflections, Jaydev expressed how important 
it was for him to share his story with his conference peers: “I had to share my story with the 
audience because it was important to me.” He also revealed his intent in writing for an audience: 
“It was also important to share a story which made the audience interested in it, something they 
would enjoy.” Jaydev’s response indicates that he cared about his audience and how they would 
respond to his story. It also shows that Jaydev valued his story since he believed his readers 
would enjoy it. 
In referring to writing to readers in A Writer Teaches Writing, Donald Murray says: 
It is the purpose of writing to communicate with other human beings, and it is the magic 
of writing that communication, transmitted by symbols carved a rune stone or green 
words darting across a black electronic screen, can communicate directly with the minds 
and hearts of other human beings far removed by geography, time, or culture. (188-189)  
 
In the case of our writing conference, this type of empathic personal communication occurred 
directly among students of different backgrounds. The only major revision suggestion Jaydev’s 
peers made after he read was to remove the first paragraph because they felt that it was broad and 




Jaydev starts telling the story of his separation from his grandfather. Jaydev was receptive and 
responded to the suggestions of his classmates: “My classmates helped me organize my idea and 
give me feedback on my writing. I was able to recognize parts of the story I needed to work the 
most.” 
Kumar felt that his story was one that readers would appreciate and was important for 
him to share. As discussed in the previous chapter, Kumar’s narrative was about the tragic loss of 
his high school friend. Kumar wanted to share a story that others could relate to. He also wanted 
to see how his classmates would respond to his story. In his own words: “To perform a story and 
show it to an audience, it allows you to share a part of your life with other people and see how 
they would relate to it or the type of feedback they would give.” 
Unlike Jaydev, Kumar did not express a desire to explore his feelings through his story. 
This is not to say that his writing did not allow him to do so, but that his priorities in sharing his 
writing may have been different. His words reveal he was more interested in making a 
connection with others through his story because he wanted to “share a part of [his life] and see 
how [others] would relate to it.” An important aspect of the immediate and direct interaction of a 
writer and his/her peers during conferences is that it may provide a mirroring effect for all. 
According to Thomas Newkirk, “It is empowering for students—for all of us to believe…that 
human beings share an essence that allows the ‘I’ of the writer to become a mirror for us all” 
(98). Conversely, seeing and hearing others’ reactions can help writers reflect on their writing 
and the experiences they recreated through writing and performance. According to Victor 
Turner, the expression of culture through “performative and narrative genres” can be imagined as 
a “hall of mirrors” where “the reflections are multiple, some magnifying, some diminishing, 




but also powerful feelings” (104-105). Kumar’s story elicited the empathy of his classmates, 
some of whom shared during the conference their own losses and those of people they knew. 
Kumar’s desire to share “part of his life” with his peers through writing and to learn 
“what type of feedback they would give” also shows that he was engaged with his topic and his 
audience, which are important elements in fostering an authentic relationship with writing. After 
listening to his story and briefly sharing some of their experiences, some of Kumar’s classmates 
remarked that his story “seemed a little rushed” and that they thought he should include more 
detail. I agreed and together with Kumar, we discussed the places where we thought he needed to 
add more to his story. Kumar made changes accordingly. In his reflections he wrote:  
The reading aloud during conferences was beneficial to me because while reading, I 
could listen to see if there were things that didn’t make sense in my story or parts where I 
didn’t complete my thoughts. I was able to clearly see my errors in transitioning my story 
and filling in the gaps in my thoughts. For example, reading aloud in the conferences it 
made me realize that there were parts in my story where I jumped from one part to the 
other too quickly. I had to fix this because it didn’t allow the story to flow properly. 
 
A Performance of Resistance 
In describing what occurs during a writing conference, Donald Murray explains:  
The primary conference activity might be described as a co-reading. The writer and the 
teacher-editor-colleague-helper read the text together to see what it is saying, what it 
cannot say, what it may be able to say. The text is the focal point of the conference. The 
student speaks first, but the student speaks of the text. The teacher listens to what the 
writer says of the text and checks it with the text. (Writer 150) 
 
This explanation acknowledges different roles that teachers and students may play during a 
conference. However, something that is missing from it is that while during conferences 
instructors may be easily able to switch to the role of editor or writer, this role-switching may not 
be as natural to students. According to Erving Goffman, “When a group or class is examined, 
one finds that the members of it tend to invest their egos primarily in certain routines, giving less 




Even though the act of writing places us in the role of writers, composing takes place primarily 
in solitude. Thus, we do not witness, nor do we necessarily have access to, most of the 
composing activities our students do because they are done outside the classroom. However, the 
conference is a group activity that occurs within an academic environment, where our students 
are called upon, or perceive to be called upon, to act as students and to be part of a group or 
groups. Therefore, many students invest themselves primarily in their role of students because it 
is the role they are accustomed to play. With this I don’t mean to say that students should not 
play the role of students, particularly when they are in an academic environment which demands 
responsibilities attached to that role. However, my hope is that by engaging in the conference as 
a rehearsal of their writing, my students can play a more active role, such as a writer would play, 
in their own writing process. In spite of this, a few students in the class showed resistance to 
playing an active role in their writing process. Some of them asked me, during conferences, to 
tell them what was wrong with their work and how to correct it. Some of them failed to show up 
for conferences and insisted I give them feedback online, even though I invited them to 
reschedule their conferences during my office hours.  
Other students, like Abigail, refused to share their writing in conferences with their peers. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, Abigail felt that the age gap between her and her 
classmates was enough for them to be unable to appreciate or connect to her writing. She 
attended the conference and listened and responded to other writers, but she waited for her 
classmates to leave before she shared her writing with me only. Anticipating rejection and even 
disdain on the part of her classmates, Abigail avoided the situation altogether. According to 
Goffman: 
Given the fact that the individual effectively projects a definition of the situation when he 




which contradict, discredit, or otherwise throw doubt upon this projection. When these 
disruptive events occur, the interaction itself may come to a confused and embarrassed 
halt. (12) 
 
To avoid a projected moment of embarrassment where she felt her performance would be 
dismissed, misunderstood, or even rejected by her classmates, Abigail avoided reading in front of 
them in conferences altogether. 
Part II: The Performance of Writing 
Group Work 
On the day they filmed their story for performance, Faisal and his group arrived at 
Cunningham Park at six in the morning, armed with their smart phones, notebooks, pens, a few 
props, and a one-act play they had written collaboratively based on their individual narratives. 
Besides these items, they carried in their backpacks enough snacks and drinks for the day ahead. 
They wanted to film their story against the backdrop of early dawn while twilight gently 
illuminated the dark leaves of hickory trees and the crystalline drops of dew. They found a place 
to sit and prepare to film in a clearing, near a path that would later be trodden by runners and 
their dogs when the triumphant rise of the bright sun and the warmth of a spring day brought 
people and their families, bikes, and picnic blankets to enjoy a day at the park. 
The four performers sat down together on a log, avoiding the wetness of the inviting 
grass, to plan the scene they were going to film at the park that day. In the commotion of their 
exchange of ideas and food, laughter, cursing, and jokes, time passed without their notice. They 
realized they had missed their chance to film in twilight, as they had intended, when they noticed 
the sun shining bright on each other’s faces and the laughter and conversations of other people 
had replaced the sounds of crickets and little birds in the park. They decided to return later with a 




Cunningham Park was not the only location where they filmed their story. Their narrative 
demanded the setting of one of their scenes to be an abandoned and dark building with confusing 
and labyrinthine hallways and rooms. This led them to explore different buildings on campus 
until they found a location that not even I, who was an undergraduate and graduate student there, 
knew about. It was a dark basement in an old part of one of the main buildings on campus. Their 
story and the performance of their story led them to explore their own community and campus, 
much like the urban explorations that led some of them to write their narratives. Like Faisal and 
his group, other students in the narrative class worked diligently to explore different places on 
campus to restore their written stories through film for performance.  
In addition to their preparation for performance, all the groups in the class worked 
together independently to rewrite and blend their narratives together in order to bring their stories 
to life in short film. Some of the groups stayed in our empty classroom after class to work on 
rewriting their stories into script. Others booked study rooms at the library to work together in a 
quiet space. This was not a requirement for this assignment. We gave students time to work 
together in their groups during regular class time. The time they spent together working on this 
assignment after hours was their own initiative. This speaks to the efficacy of performance, 
which engenders, in Schechner’s terms, “collective creativity” and reflexivity. According to 
Schechner, performance “is entertainment if one concentrates on what happens onstage…but if 
one expands the point of view to include rehearsals, backstage life before, during, and after the 
show, the function of the roles in the lives of each performer…then [the performance] is more 
than entertainment, it’s also ritual…and a microcosm of social structure” (Performance 131). My 
students were not simply “having fun” or doing something for the sole purpose of entertainment, 




writing. Schechner remarks that “playful activity constantly generates rules, and although these 
may change swiftly, there is no play without them. In other words…all play is ‘scripted.’ Thus 
‘having fun’ does not mean ‘being free from rules’” (Performance 107). 
There is still a certain degree of stigma attached to play in our society, in spite of the fact 
that play is the main activity through which children learn. According to Turner, play is still seen 
as “something in which we ‘indulge’…a form of moral laxness…mere dalliance, which is time 
wasted” (39). However, play is an activity that allows for liminality to occur and for 
performances to take place (Turner 40-41). For instance, through play and performance, my 
students were able to work collaboratively with efficacy and commitment. Besides my own 
observations of their work, in their responses, some of them spoke positively of the collaborative 
work they engaged in through this performance assignment. For instance, Kumar said: 
Collaborating with others aided in making the performance much easier and enjoyable. 
We were able to share ideas on how to execute the assignment and make things work out 
easily. Collaboration provides every team member with equal opportunities to participate 
and contribute their share of work. This way it benefits the team fairly. The work was 
able to be completed in a timely fashion and the group managed to agree with everything 
that was going on. 
 
Kumar’s response reveals various important aspects of collaborative work: creative collaboration 
by “sharing ideas,” delegation and equal participation through “equal opportunities to contribute 
their share of work,” efficiency by competing the tasks in “a timely manner,” and camaraderie 
and respect.  
Rishabh’s response to his work with the performance group was similar to Kumar’s. 
However, Rishabh also alludes to the group’s focus on the quality of their work and the impact it 
could have on their audience.  
It’s definitely less work for each of us, and it better helps to get the work done in a timely 
fashion. We also got different ideas and tips on what to do…we wanted something fun 




Although Rishabh mentions less work for each of the members of his group, less quantity of 
work does not mean diminished quality. The students were able to delegate tasks and work 
collaboratively, making the task more efficient and enjoyable. In addition, the work they did 
together allowed them to have enough confidence in their performance to believe that their 
audience would be receptive.  
Like Rishabh and Kumar, Ayaan also alluded to the importance of the creative exchange 
of ideas within the group. He felt that one benefit of collaborative work was that all the members 
of the team was able to “bring their own ideas and creativity to the table.” A group’s exchange of 
ideas about a task is not limited to the performance of the task itself, but it extends to the 
performance of self and of one’s creativity and culture. Thus, their performances were 
efficacious because, according to Carol Simpson and Bruce Henderson, “‘In all cases a 
performance act, interactional in nature and involving symbolic forms and live bodies, provides 
a way to constitute meaning and affirm individual and cultural values’” (qtd. in Mckenzie 31).  
Some Issues Related to Group Work 
Not all my participants collaborated in group activities beyond the group conferences. 
Whereas the performance assignment of the Literature and Place class required them to work in 
groups, the students in the composition class were required to perform their writing individually, 
so they did not need to work together outside of conferences. Furthermore, although conflict may 
be a natural occurrence in group work, even among members who get along or have developed 
rapport or even friendships, the group work discussed above, which is based on my observations 
and some of my participants’ reflections, does not reflect any instances of conflict among 
participants. This is not to say that conflict did not occur, but I did not observe or hear about any 




that my position as their instructor did not allow me to have full access to the inner workings of 
their group. In other words, as someone outside the groups, I was not able to witness all of their 
collaborative work outside the classroom. Another explanation comes from performance theory 
itself. According to Goffman, like individuals trying to project a presentation of the self onto 
others, the members of a team “cooperate to maintain” an impression in front of others that they 
feel they need to maintain (83-84). Goffman explains in a group, “a teammate is someone whose 
dramaturgical co-operation one is dependent upon in fostering a given definition of the situation” 
(83). He also explains that members of a team “must cooperate to maintain a given definition of 
the situation before their audience” (82). Thus, the members of the groups in my class, most of 
whom had developed friendships and a certain degree of familiarity and camaraderie, were likely 
to resolve conflicts among themselves. They were also unlikely to report any conflict to me 
given the impression of competence they may have wanted to convey in front of their teacher. 
Performances 
Performing writing means letting go, detaching from creative work that came from within 
and with which we have established a relationship through unfolding and reworking it, in 
Schechner’s terms, in order to share it with others in a complete and perhaps even final form. In 
Donald Murray’s words, “Let your writing go and you will be in touch with readers who will 
take your writing and make it their own. You will play a role in the human community, having 
your say” (Craft 259). Performance makes this letting go immediate and concrete. It implies the 
act of letting go of our writing and receiving the response of an audience. Performing writing 
transports words beyond the page to be heard and felt, sometimes making the page “a stepping 
point, or a by-product or a record or not relevant at all” (Hall 62). It also implies, in Goffman’s 




successful, emotive, or fulfilling, based on my own experiences I can say that every performance 
represents a learning experience for performers about their work and about themselves and their 
audiences.  
Below, I would like to present the performances of some of my participants. I start with 
the individual performances of students who read poetry, followed by the group video 
performance of students who wrote narratives for performance. The narrative group is presented 
as a whole and it excludes the participants who performed with other groups that included 
students who did not wish to participate in this study. 
Abigail 
I was surprised Abigail decided to perform her writing in front of her classmates. 
Throughout the semester, particularly during conferences, she had expressed her discomfort in 
sharing her writing with her peers. Like our conferences, this final performance of writing was a 
mandatory part of the assignment. Unlike conferences, however, this part of the assignment did 
not allow her the chance to avoid her audience. Thus, I considered the possibility that she would 
avoid the performance altogether, even though it was mandatory. 
The performance was not a formal and ceremonious act. We all brought food to share and 
sat in a semi-circle in our classroom. Performers were encouraged to either sit or stand in front of 
the class and read one or two poems. Abigail was the third student to read her work. 
After manifesting her intention to read, Abigail quietly sat in front of her classmates 
holding her poetry project in her hands. The paper she was holding was shaking, betraying her 
attempts at composure. As she read with her eyes fixed on the paper, her words would stumble, 
but in an effort to project an appearance of calm, she read her poem at a moderate pace, 




her project. When she finished, she said “thank you” with a quick glance at her audience, who 
responded with applause. She went back to her seat. 
I hoped that Abigail’s performance would give her the opportunity to confront her 
assumptions about her classmates and the way she thought they would respond to her 
performance. During her performance, Abigail took great care to present herself in a composed 
and confident way, trying to keep her apprehensions from making her act nervously. According 
to Goffman, “defensive and protective practices comprise the techniques employed to safeguard 
the impressions fostered by an individual during his presence before others” (14). Abigail’s tone 
of voice and the pacing of her words during her performance helped her manage her nervousness 
and apprehensions so they would not interfere with her performance. Conversely, Goffman says, 
“few impressions could survive if those who received the impression did not exert tact in their 
reception of it” (14). This is not to say that the students did not like her poem, but that even if 
they did not or would not particularly feel one way or another about it, they acted in a civil and 
kind way towards all performers. In her written response about the performance of her writing, 
Abigail explains, “Performance helps me build confidence. Helps me to be more conscious of 
my writing and more aware of others’ writing style.” Perhaps the performance itself was a 
reassuring experience for Abigail. 
Minar 
Minar was very well-liked by other students in the class. Even though he was quiet and 
reserved most of the time, he had candidly shared his writing apprehensions and struggles with 
others. On the day of the poetry performances, he was one of the first students to read his poems. 
When he finished reading his first poem, his classmates clapped enthusiastically and made 




more poems. Even though at times he had difficulty pronouncing some words, he read with a soft 
and calm voice at a moderate pace. If he was nervous, his performance did not reveal it.  
A receptive audience can be very encouraging to a performer, as in Minar’s case. Besides 
having inspired him to read more poems during his performance, the audience reaction to his 
poems actually increased Minar’s confidence and encouraged his desire to keep writing. In his 
own words, “Until now, I never write poetry on my own even though I am from a country where 
poetry is a part of our culture…this project helped me write the first ever poem…the reaction and 
response [of his classmates] give me the confidence to write more poem in the future.” 
According to Peter Elbow, “when…you experience an audience as safe or eliciting, it opens you 
out: you think of more ideas, feelings and images; words come more easily” (Power 188). This 
was true for Minar. 
Kyung-soo 
Kyung-soo was a confident performer. In fact, he was the first student to read his poems. 
During his reading, he stood in front of the classroom and performed a dramatic reading of his 
poems that his classmates seemed to enjoy a lot. He read three poems, encouraged by his 
classmates’ applause and cheerful enthusiasm. He made witty remarks in between his readings 
that made others laugh. Although he read from his paper, he seemed to know his poems well as 
he would glance at his audience from time to time and his words never stumbled. He projected 
his voice and read at a relatively fast pace, taking brief pauses between stanzas and stopping to 
make comments and give quick responses to some of his classmates’ remarks in between his 
poems. When he finished, he thanked his audience and sat down while his classmates applauded 
enthusiastically. After he finished, one of his classmates jokingly remarked how difficult it 




Kyung-soo was invested in his performance. He committed his efforts to both writing and 
delivery. In his reflections, he wrote the following about his performance: “I wanted to control 
cadence, pace, and delivery of my performance and my writing pieces were about things that 
were true for me. I knew that I could perform these truths because they are validated by my life.” 
Kyung-soo trusted his own writing and his ability to perform it. In “Performing Writing,” poet 
David Morely alludes to the connection among truth, authenticity, and performance that Kyung-
soo refers to in his response: “Live performance is about placing trust in the truth of language” 
(217). Beyond how well-written a piece might or the musicality it may have when read aloud, for 
Kyung-soo, the fact that his writing reflected the truth of his life, that it felt authentic, determined 
his intent to trust and honor his work through his performance. 
“Terror in the Night”: Faisal and the Cunningham Park Acting Guild 
For their final performance, the Literature and Place class students put together short 
films based on their personal narratives. They worked in groups on this final project. Each group 
had the option of either selecting one of its stories or putting them all together into one for the 
final performance. Faisal and his group, whose group work in preparation for their final 
performance is described at the beginning of this chapter, chose the latter. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, two of the stories in the group were about urban exploration, another one was 
about a haunting. These were the three stories on which they based their short film.  
The film they put together, “Terror in the Night,” is twelve minutes long. It begins with a 
short trailer voiced by one of the actors and reminiscent of VHS videotapes. The film depicts 
scenes in different locations, some of them in black and white and others in color, to differentiate 
between present and past events. The film tells the story of a group of friends who go to 




the friends decide to go home and return the next day. Before they leave, one of them decides to 
go into the bushes to relieve himself. While the other two wait, the reality of their daily lives is 
suspended by a supernatural apparition that makes them forget their friend and attempt to run out 
of the park. In their flight, they fall to the ground and into a trance-like state that makes viewers 
doubt whether the preceding scene was just a dream. They find themselves inexplicably at 
Queens College, questioning the reality of their present situation, and decide to look for their 
friend in the dark basement of the amphitheater (an abandoned place in the film), where a 
mysterious stranger told them to go. After getting separated and lost in the labyrinthine corridors 
of the abandoned amphitheater, they find their friend who, to their fright and detriment, had 
become an incoherent and threatening figure. Replicating the ending of the scene at the park, 
they run in fright once again, and once again they fall into a strange trance that transports them 
back to Cunningham Park, where they had fallen asleep on a stair landing while they waited for 
their friend. At the end of the film, after the credits, the students included “bloopers” to show 
their audiences funny moments during their filming. 
Faisal and his group were invested in their writing and their work. Performance gave 
them intrinsic and creative motivation. They were confident they could produce work that was 
important and significant; most importantly, they were interested in how their writing would be 
transformed into film. Rishabh, Faisal, and Ayaan manifested this interest in their reflections. 
Rishabh said, “I was curious to see how a story on paper would match that of a performance.” He 
was not concerned with their ability to transform the stories into film but interested in what the 
product of their efforts would look like. Similarly, Ayaan said, “The most inspiring aspects when 
writing for performance was the fact that you can take your writing and turn it into a movie.” 




Rishabh and Ayaan, Faisal also referred to this transformation of writing into visual art. He said, 
“we had all put so much work into our writing…. We turned three stories into one, turning it into 
something big.” Through “restored behavior,” the transformations my students were interested in 
can occur. A story can be materialized into words on paper. It can then leave the page to be 
embodied by performers to be heard and seen. It can also be transformed into what Schechner 
calls “strips” of behavior through film. Performance gives performers enough distance from their 
work to allow these transformations to occur. According to Schechner, “Because the behavior is 
separate from those who are behaving, the behavior can be stored, transmitted, manipulated, 
transformed. The performers get in touch with, recover, remember, or even invent these strips of 
behavior and then rebehave according to these strips” (“Restoration” 36). The transformation of 
narratives into film that my students were concerned about represents an avenue for the 
performance of writing through different media in college writing courses. As John Hall 
explains, “paper, ink, and pen—for some time the conventional tools of the writer’s trade—[will] 
not be in any simple way superseded but [will] themselves be changed through the emergence of 
new environments and technologies of writing” (43). Performing writing in its many different 





Chapter VI: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introduction 
Having had the opportunity to conduct a study on the use of performance in the teaching 
of writing was a very rewarding experience for me. I was able to study, analyze, and reflect upon 
pedagogical practices that I have been implementing in my composition classes for quite a 
number of years. This study allowed me to reflect on those practices and how they affect 
students and their writing. It also taught me a lot about my own beliefs and assumptions about 
the teaching of writing, the students I teach, and my own positionality in the classroom. 
I was also fortunate to work with a wonderful, enthusiastic, and diverse group of students 
who taught me valuable lessons on how performance impacts student writing. Their insights 
during conferences, in class, and in their responses to writing reflection questions as well as their 
writing taught me about their writing processes, their perceptions about performance, and their 
contributions as writers. Their responses also helped me realize that within a performance-
oriented pedagogy in the teaching of writing, there are challenges I had not anticipated. 
Summary of Findings 
The analysis of my students’ writing as a performance of the self, based on Erving 
Goffman’s ideas on the presentation of self, allowed me to understand the ways in which my 
students presented their knowledge and cultural and personal experiences through writing. 
Through this performance, students demonstrated that even through their writing required 
substantial revision, they possessed qualities, knowledge, and skills that could allow them to 
become competent and engaged academic writers. This perspective challenges traditional ways 




irrespective of content and blind to the cultural and ideological biases that inevitably [come] into 
play” (Newkirk 6).  
Through the lens of performance theory, I was able to analyze student conferences as 
rehearsals of writing for performance, primarily based on Richard Schechner’s idea of “restored 
behavior.” During these rehearsals, students read their writing aloud in front of their peers, which 
allowed them “restore, transform, and reinvent” their experiences and to articulate some of the 
moves and choices they made throughout the writing process. This prompted them to be 
metacognitively reflective of the content, structure, and sound of their writing. Such articulated 
awareness also aided some students in the process, who responded in different ways to the drafts 
of their peers. This type of awareness is fundamental in the writing process because it gives 
students a sense of agency and ownership of their writing, which are part of the craft of writing. 
Although this type of awareness may have been present while students composed their drafts, 
articulating it in speech during conferences brings it to the surface of awareness for the student 
writer and his/her peers. Although it is not a guarantee that students will actually revise their 
work to correct errors, becoming aware of errors and shortcomings helps students take ownership 
of their writing. Being a writer implies taking responsibility for identifying what our writing 
needs and how it can be shaped for our purposes. Awareness in this sense is a step in that 
direction. 
When students are able to engage in writing from an aesthetic stance by connecting to 
their own experiences to share with an audience of their peers, many of them become more 
invested in the product of their writing. Students like to share, through writing, their ideas and 
experiences. Sharing their writing during conferences allowed my students to share their writing 




collaboration with their peers gave students a greater awareness of audience because their 
audience was present, active, and worked in collaboration with them. Because they knew their 
writing would be heard by an audience, students invested their time and effort on their work. 
Collaboration with peers gives students a sense of belonging to a community of writers. 
Collaboration allows them to share their writing with peers and to learn about the writing process 
of other students. This makes them aware of the fact that they are not alone in their writing 
endeavors and they can learn from one another. Peer collaboration also helps students detach 
from their writing to see it from their reader’s perspective, which is important in the making of 
meaning and the process of revision. Collaboration also allows students to approach writing, not 
as the consequence of inherited talent, but as a craft that requires work, effort, and patience. 
Some students in the study had a difficult time writing for an audience because it forced 
them to confront fears or to make changes they were reluctant to make to their writing. Facing 
the possibility of rejection is challenging, but it is part of the writing experience. I understand 
that within the context of the writing classroom, students are forced to confront this fear as part 
of their work in the class, not because they chose to become writers. However, facing their fear 
of rejection when they share their writing with others can teach students valuable lessons they 
can apply throughout their academic careers. Students may also have difficulty accepting 
feedback from an audience of their peers. This can occur for a number of reasons, but the ones 
that were apparent to me through this study were the inability to detach from text and reluctance 
to revise it. However, in spite of this, students facing this issue can still benefit from hearing 
what others have to say about their writing. It is their responsibility whether they pay heed to the 




Most students in the study perceived performance as having a positive impact on their 
writing. This perception is the result of the support they received during conferences with their 
classmates as well as their collaboration with peers. Overall, students expressed excitement over 
the prospect of performing their writing in front of others and became invested in producing 
work others would find interesting and entertaining. I believe this is because they cared about 
their writing, which was grounded on their personal experiences. I also believe it is because their 
audience consisted of their peers. Classmates represent an audience that is close to the writer. In 
addition, because they are working on the same project, they represent an understanding 
audience.  
Some challenges emerged as a result of my efforts to apply performance practices to the 
teaching of writing. The time constraints of a college semester made it difficult for the student 
groups to function as a performance group does during rehearsals. For a performance group, 
rehearsals imply many hours of work and commitment that the shortness of a semester does not 
allow. In addition, some students resisted my performance-oriented pedagogical efforts by 
failing to attend conferences or to work with others. On the contrary, they insisted on receiving 
written feedback on their work, preferring to be told what was “wrong” with their drafts to 
working through a process geared towards the performance of text. This may be partially due to 
the fact that within the context of a classroom, students are required to participate in the learning 
activities that are part of the curriculum and which eventually lead to a final grade. Students who 
are more concerned about grades than they are about the learning possibilities afforded by 
classroom experiences may become marginalized if those experiences require them to engage in 
ways beyond what they predict would get them a good grade. Besides a commodified view of 




performance community, such as negative perceptions of themselves and others or mental and 
personal hardship, could be explained through further research. 
Nevertheless, in spite of these challenges, it was a worthwhile experience to apply the 
principles of performance to writing practice in my classroom. The aesthetic nature of 
performance, the opportunity for students to connect to their own lived experiences through 
writing, and the chance to learn through working with others afforded my students the possibility 
of engaging in a positive and motivating learning experience. Most of my students enjoyed 
working together and learning from one another. Many of them reported having benefited from 
sharing their writing with others and working together for the common goal of performing their 
writing. Through this experience, I was also transformed as a practitioner and an instructor. The 
idea that learning is a process of engagement and transformation that occurs over time was 
reinforced through my interactions with my students. I was reminded that some students may 
need more time than I can predict to process new ideas, concepts, and skills and to put them into 
practice before they are able to eventually master them. Although some of us may be aware of 
this through our own learning experiences, personal sensitivities, or teaching intuition, it may 
sometimes be easy to forget when we see students struggling to master a concept. In our desire to 
assist a student, some of us may sometimes push for the internalization of concepts, which is 
contrary to the aims of situated learning. This has happened to me and it may be the result of the 
pressure of having to evaluate and grade student writing at the end of a semester.  
Limitations 
One of the limitations of this study was the availability of students and their texts in one 
of the classes that I studied. Many of the students in this particular class had academic 




assignments and/or attend conferences, which were an integral part of my study. In addition, 
some of them submitted their work too late for me to be able to use it in this study. 
Unfortunately, some of the students in the class refused to participate in the study because they 
considered their writing to be too private to share with other people besides their instructors. 
Thus, I had a small pool of candidates to collect work from since my study required that I 
collected work from students who had participated in all aspects of the assignment: conferences, 
written work, performances, and writing reflection questions. 
Another limitation was that my study was conducted within a short period of time (one 
semester) and with a small number of participants. Every group of students is different and 
college semesters are brief. If I had had the opportunity to have the same students for a longer 
period of time, I would have designed more forms of data, working with students as their writing 
progressed from one semester to the next.  
One last limitation has to do with the writer reflection questions I asked my students to 
complete. Since this was one assignment that required them to reflect on how performance 
impacted their writing, some students may have constructed their responses based on what they 
believe I wanted to hear. These questions were part of their assignments, so completion was part 
of their grade. A student in the study provided answers that seemed to have been written in a 
rush, just to complete the assignment. However, I believe that my triangulation of data and my 
positive relationship with the students in my study have given me confidence in my students’ 
responses overall. 
Recommendations 
This study examined the impact of aesthetic engagement and performance on students’ 




one-act plays. The analysis of this type of pedagogy could be expanded to the teaching of more 
conventional forms of writing such as essays and research papers. One way in which this could 
be accomplished would be to encourage students to write research papers based on themes drawn 
from their creative work. The poems and narratives written by the participants in this study, for 
instance, included topics such as the fight for independence of colonized nations, intercultural 
and interracial marriage, oral tradition in storytelling, the cultural identity of immigrants living 
between two countries, and urban exploration, among others. Students may feel connected and 
invested in a research project if it is inspired by their own experiences. 
Further studies on the efficacy of a performance-oriented pedagogy could be conducted 
to examine the impact of performance on the progress of student writing through multiple drafts 
over time. Furthermore, more studies could illuminate other challenges students and instructors 
might face in participating in being part of a performance-based writing class. For instance, 
issues regarding the ability and desire of students to engage in the performance of text and the 
performance of students who refuse to participate in group work and performances could be 
examined further. A writing practice that encourages kinesthetic engagement and the challenge 
of performing in front of an audience may place demands that require different levels of support 
for different types of students. It would also be worth exploring how students’ cultural 
background may affect their perceptions of a writing pedagogy based on the performance of text 
and the practice of skills through interactions within writing groups. 
Opportunities to perform writing outside the classroom may further enforce the concepts 
learned within a performance-based writing practice. It can also give students an idea of what it 
means to belong to a community of writers acting in the world outside the classroom. According 




to deal with an increasing number of readers who stand at increasing distance from the writer” 
(Writer 187). Last semester (not the semester when I conducted this study), after performing 
their writing for an audience of their peers, some of my students ventured into different poetry 
cafes throughout New York city to perform their poems as part of an optional, extra-credit 
assignment I gave them. This made me think that another recommendation for further research 
would be to explore how, using the words of Donald Murray, “an increasing number” of 
audience members “who stand at increasing distance from the writer” (Writer 187), can impact 
student writing. I also believe it is important for students as writers and scholars to have the 
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Appendix A: Assignment Descriptions 
 
English 110: College Writing I 
Midterm Poetry Project 
 
Your midterm poetry project requires you to compose a set of original poems (you can write as 
many as you want). Your assignment should consist of a minimum of sixty lines of poetry to be 
distributed as you please. Two of your poems should be written in one of the forms listed below. 









Your assignment submission requires the following (see syllabus for deadlines): 
 
• Conference draft: You are required to upload a complete draft of your poetry project 
two weeks before your performance. We will have small group conferences where you 
will share your work with your peers and instructors to receive comments and feedback. 
Make revisions to your work before you submit a final draft. 
 
• Final draft and performance: You will perform one or two of your poems in class and 
submit a final draft to your instructor. Your performance may include singing, music, 
dance, art, etc. 
 
• Performing writing reflection questions: A week after your performance, you will 
submit your responses to reflection questions on your writing and performance. 
 
 
Note: This assignment required the students to write poems about their background and 
identities. Although this was their midterm assignment, it was also meant to become part of a 




English 162W: Literature and Place 
Midterm Narrative Assignment  
Part I 
Your task is to write a personal narrative in the form of a short story. This semester, we are 
learning about magical realism in Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude and Rushdie’s 
Midnight’s Children. Based on your reading of these novels, in telling your stories, think about 
magical moments in your life and background that you’d like to incorporate into your stories.  
In framing your story, please consider the type of stories defined by Jack M. Bickman in Writing 
the Short Story (we read this in class). According to Bickman, a story can be framed in three 
broad categories (please re-read Bickman’s chapter on types of stories):  
1. Conflict story  
2. Decision Story  
3. Discovery story  
In addition to this, you may also use a favorite author/story as a point of reference in deciding 
how you are going to frame your story.  
Your assignment will be written as follows:  
Draft #1:  
Your first draft is an exploratory draft that is two to three pages in length.  
Draft #2:  
Your second draft must reflect the revisions discussed during our first conference and your work 
with a writing consultant. This draft should be a minimum of 1500 words in length.  
Final copy:  
Your final copy must be between 1500-1800 words in length. It must reflect the revisions you 






Part of this assignment requires you to work in writing groups to perform your stories. Your 
performance consists of acting out your interpretation of the story (stories) of your choice. You 
will not perform live in front of your classmates. Instead, you will make a movie with your group 
and present it to the class. Your movie should be 10-15 minutes in length. Your options are as 
follows: 
• Choose one of the stories in your group for performance 
• Choose one of the stories in your group for performance and create movie trailers of the 
rest of the stories (if you choose this option, you will receive extra-credit for the trailers) 
• Create a performance piece by combining all stories written by students in your group 
 
In my role as instructor, I collected all assignments as part of course requirements. However, in 
my role as investigator, after receiving signed informed consent form from students who agreed 
to participate in my study, I recruited participants following the criteria below: 
1. Participants should include students from different cultural backgrounds and levels of skill. 





Appendix B: Performing Writing Reflection Questions 
The following questions are based on your writing and performance. They are intended to guide 
you through a process of reflection and analysis of your own work and the impact performance 
may have had on your writing process. Your responses should be based on your analysis of your 
own work. Please be thoughtful and thorough in your responses. Provide examples from your 
writing as needed to illustrate your responses. 
1. Did reading your writing aloud during small group conferences with your instructor aid 
your writing process in any way? What did you notice about your writing as you read it 
aloud to your instructor and classmates? 
2. Did reading aloud during conferences prompt any type of revision to your writing? In 
what ways? 
3. In what ways did performance affect your writing / writing process? In other words, did 
knowing that your writing was to be performed affect it in any way? In answering this 
question, you might consider genre, theme, length, audience, style, mechanics, or any 
aspect in which you feel your writing was influenced/changed by the idea of 
performance.  
4. What determined your selection of writing for performance? In other words, how did you 
choose what poems/stories to perform? 
5. What does your audience’s response to your performance inform you about your writing? 
6. In what ways did your collaboration with others help you put together this assignment?  
7. Based on your experience with this assignment, what are some of the most 





Appendix C: Recruitment Letter 
 
Teachers College, Columbia University 
English Education Program 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 
 
Dear all, 
I am currently conducting a study on the impact performance may have on the writing process 
and on the quality of student writing in college composition courses. Your participation is 
appreciated, although it is not mandatory. If you decline to participate, your grade will not be 
affected in any way. Participation in this study does not require you to do any work outside the 
work you are already doing in class. In fact, participating implies simply giving me permission to 
use your written work and my observations about your work in my research. Your private 





Appendix D: Informed Consent Form 
Protocol Title: Performative Pedagogies in the Teaching of College Writing 
Permission to Use Written Work (title changed to “The Writer in Performance: A Study of 
Under-Represented Freshman Writers and Their Writing”) 





You are being invited to participate in this research study called “Performative Pedagogies in the 
Teaching of College Writing.” You may qualify to take part in this research study because you 
are a college student over 18 and currently enrolled in a college composition course taught by the 
principal investigator. If you agree to participate in this study, the principal investigator will ask 
that you share your “writing for performance assignment” and your “performing writing 
reflection responses,” (drafts and final copies) for analysis in this study. Additionally, during 
your small group conferences and your performance of your written work, the researcher will 
take observation notes. 
 
This study is voluntary and will not require you to do any work outside the work you do for 
class.   
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?  
This study is being done to determine how the performance of writing affects the writing process 
and a final draft of student written work. 
 
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?  
As part of this course, all students will be asked to complete three drafts of a “writing for 
performance assignment” and one “performance writing reflection responses.” If you decide to 
participate in this study: 
 
• Your “writing for performance assignments” (all drafts and final copy), as well as, your 
responses to the performing writing reflection questions will be collected and studied by 
the principal investigator.  
 
• The principal investigator will also take observation notes during our small group 
conferences and during your performance regarding the “writing for performance 
assignments,” which will include instances when you are reading your work aloud and 
when you are performing your work. 
 
Your original work will be returned to you a year after it is collected. 
 
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART 
IN THIS STUDY?  
You may have some concern that you are required to share your class work with the principal 




to participate in this study. If you choose not to participate in this study, it will not negatively 
impact your current or future student status or class. You can also choose to stop participating in 
this study at any time, without penalty. 
 
Grades will not be analyzed as part of this study. This is a study that intends to examine how 
performance affects writing.  
 
The principal investigator is taking precautions to keep your information confidential and 
prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym instead 
of your name and keeping all information on a password protected computer and locked in a file 
drawer.  
 
Your participation in this study will be kept confidential. Your classmates, including those who 
agree to participate in this study will not know that you have agreed to participate. 
 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY?  
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participation may benefit the field 
of college composition to better understand the best way to train college composition instructors.  
 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?  
You will not be paid to participate. There are no costs to you for taking part in this study.  
 
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?  
The study is over when you have completed your performance-related work for the semester. 
However, you can leave the study at any time even if you haven’t finished.  
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY 
The investigator will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office. Any 
electronic or digital information will be stored on a computer that is password protected. There 
will be no record matching your real name with your pseudonym.  
 
For quality assurance, the study team, the study sponsor (grant agency), and/or members of the 
Teachers College Institutional Review Board (IRB) may review the data collected from you as 
part of this study. Otherwise, all information obtained from your participation in this study will 
be held strictly confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by 
U.S. or State law.  
 
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?  
The results of this study will be published in journals and presented at academic conferences. 
Your identity will be removed from any data you provide before publication or use for 






WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
___I consent to allow written materials viewed at an educational setting or at a conference 
outside of Teachers College ___________________________________________ 
Signature  
 









WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the 
principal investigator, Professor Sandra Wozniak at sandrawozniak@hotmail.com  
 
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should contact the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at 212-678-4105 or 
email IRB@tc.edu. Or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 
W. 120th Street, New York, NY 1002.  The IRB is the committee that oversees human research 
protection for Teachers College, Columbia University.  
 
PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 
• I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had ample 
opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and benefits 
regarding this research study.  
• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw participation at any time without penalty to your current or future student 
status or grades.  
• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional 
discretion.  
• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my 
participation, the investigator will provide this information to me.  
• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me will 
not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as 
specifically required by law.  
• Identifiers will be removed from the data. De-identifiable data may be used for future 
research studies, without additional informed consent from the subject or the 
representative.  
• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.  
 
My signature means that I agree to participate in this study 
 
Print name: ________________________________________________ Date: _____________ 
 
Signature: ____________________________________________________________________ 
 
